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The role of oral language in the dialogic primary classroom
Fiona Maine

School of Education, University of Exeter, Exeter, UK

ABSTRACT
This article takes stock of the current trends in research, policy and
practice regarding the role of language in the dialogic classroom. The
article uses the policies of two different educational jurisdictions as
counterpoints to highlight the different ways that oral language can be
positioned within primary curricula. It reflects on current and recent
research literature, exploring how language can promote the
collaborative learning that is central to dialogic pedagogy, highlighting
the value of less formal registers or less ‘certainty’ in the proposal of
ideas. The article then offers a linguistic-ethnographic analysis of what
this looks like in practice, drawing on classroom observational data
gathered in English primary schools. Finally, these three strands of
theory, policy and practice are brought together, scoping ways forward
for the inclusion of language and dialogue in primary education.
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Introduction

Classes where there is an emphasis on the generation of ideas through whole class and group talk,
and where children’s voices and perspectives are heard, valued and engaged with by the teacher
have been described as dialogic (Alexander 2008, 2020). The definitions of this type of pedagogy
and close analysis of the interactions between teachers and children within it have gained
ground in the late 90s and early part of the twenty-first century (see for example, Alexander 2008;
Mercer, Wegerif, and Dawes 1999; Nystrand 1997). However, recognition of the importance of learn-
ing as an active and interactive endeavour stretches back through the twentieth century at least,
with educational thinkers such as Dewey (1933) and Donaldson (1978) placing inquiry and discovery
at the heart of learning. The role of oral language is perhaps more implicit than explicit in these older
theories, but at the heart of a pedagogy that values the sharing of ideas and collaborative sense-
making, lies the means by which we communicate and respond to each other.

This article takes stock of the current trends in research, policy and practice regarding the role of
language in the dialogic classroom. It draws on data generated as part of a large European project
aimed at developing children’s cultural competence through concentrating on the dialogic disposi-
tions of tolerance, empathy and inclusion (DIALLS 2021). The article uses the policies of two different
educational jurisdictions in the project (England and Wales) as counterpoints to highlight the
different ways that oral language can be positioned within primary curricula. It reflects on current
and recent research literature, exploring how language can promote the collaborative learning
central to dialogic pedagogy, highlighting the value of less formal registers or less ‘certainty’ in
the proposal of ideas. The article then offers a linguistic-ethnographic analysis of what this looks
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like in practice, drawing on project data gathered in England. Finally, these three strands of theory,
policy and practice are brought together, scoping ways forward for the inclusion of language and
dialogue in the curriculum in ways that can support young learners to be global citizens. The
article argues that language in the dialogic classroom is a powerful, collaborative learning tool
that serves a social and cultural purpose towards building intercultural competence and understand-
ing of others with empathy and inclusion.

How can oral language be positioned in primary curricula

Schools in England and Wales were included in a project aiming to support the inclusion of dialogue
in classroom learning (DIALLS 2021). Schools in England were part of the main data collection phase
of the DIALLS project. Then in a later project phase, online materials were trialled working with local
authorities and schools in Wales, to plan how they might sit alongside the existing curriculum. The
curricular policies of these two educational jurisdictions are useful to compare, not least because
whilst geographical neighbours, they reflect very different approaches to the positioning of oral
language within their frameworks for learning and teaching.

In England’s National Curriculum (DfE 2013) ‘Spoken Language’ is included in the programme of
study for English. In a document of 88 pages, the programme of study for spoken language occupies
just over a page, with little emphasis on progression other than that children should build on skills
they have been taught previously. In the initial ‘aims’ section of the curriculum document it states
that,

the quality and variety of language that pupils hear and speak are vital for developing their vocabulary and
grammar and their understanding for reading and writing. Teachers should therefore ensure the continual
development of pupils’ confidence and competence in spoken language and listening skills. (DfE 2013, 3)

The statutory requirements indicate that spoken language should be used to ‘develop understand-
ing through speculating, hypothesising, imagining and exploring ideas’ in addition to considering
and evaluating ‘different viewpoints, attending to and building on the contributions of others’
(2013, 7). Children should be able to ‘articulate and justify answers, arguments and opinions’
(2013). The requirements align with the emphases of research studies examining the role of talk
in the classroom that have tended to focus on what is variously called accountable talk (Resnick,
Asterhan, and Clarke 2018; Wolf, Crosson, and Resnick 2006) productive dialogue (Howe et al.
2019) or exploratory talk (Mercer, Wegerif, and Dawes 1999), prioritising the clear articulation of
reasoning and argumentation as the most educationally valuable mode of talk.

In the new Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government 2021), a different approach is taken with a
‘Languages, Literacy and Communication’ area of learning and experience. Centring on the impor-
tance of spoken language in the formation of own’s identity and understanding of culture, the Cur-
riculum for Wales highlights how, ‘learners should be given opportunities to use languages in order
to be effective as they interact, explore ideas, express viewpoints, knowledge and understanding and
build relationships’ (Welsh Government 2021). The curriculum area highlights key principles around
language, stating that, ‘Languages connect us’ (LCU), ‘Understanding Language is key to under-
standing the world around us’ (UL) and ‘Expressing ourselves through Languages is key to communi-
cation’. This framing positions the role of language beyond the articulation of ideas for attainment
gains, towards life-long learning competences aimed at belonging and relating to others. Impor-
tantly, these principles are the starting point for progression steps (PS) and these make reference
to, a ‘sense of belonging’ (PS1, LCU), ‘a relationship between languages, culture and my own
sense of Welsh identity’ (PS2, LCU) and to ‘listen empathetically to different people’s viewpoints
on various subjects’ (PS3, UL). The approach of the new Curriculum for Wales, starting with clear prin-
ciples for how language, culture and identity are bound together, speak to the OECD goal of devel-
oping globally competent citizens who can, ‘examine local, global and intercultural issues,
understand and appreciate different perspectives and world views, interact successfully and
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respectfully with others’ (OECD 2018, 7). This approach is also reminiscent of proposed aims for the
primary curriculum that were the result of the extensive Cambridge Primary Review (CPR) of the
English Primary Curriculum (2006–2010). In the review report, a clear vision for the place of oral
language in the curriculum was proposed, with ‘enacting dialogue’ one of the 12 aims for primary
education (Cambridge Primary Review 2009, 19). The review argues that, ‘Dialogue is central to peda-
gogy, between self and others, between personal and collective knowledge, between present and
past, between different ways of thinking’ (Cambridge Primary Review 2009). The positioning of dia-
logue at the centre of this learning is discussed in the next section.

Dialogic pedagogy

The impact of dialogic pedagogy has been the subject of much educational research the last 20 years
(see for example, Alexander 2020; Hardman 2019; Howe et al. 2019). Typically focusing on a
language-rich pedagogy, the role of talk is central to this approach to learning and teaching. In
addition to his work leading the Cambridge Primary Review, Alexander is the educationalist most
closely associated with the notion of dialogic teaching in the UK. His work significantly extended
earlier research into the most effective classroom interactions that highlighted the importance of
open questioning and the take-up of children’s ideas by teachers (Nystrand 1997). By identifying
principles that underpin dialogic teaching, Alexander considered not just the types of interaction
that might happen in classrooms but the values and ethos that underpin such a learning environ-
ment where knowledge is jointly constructed with children and their ideas prioritised. Refining his
ideas in a recent ‘companion’ text (Alexander 2020), he argues that these classrooms should be col-
lective, with children and teachers all embarking on a learning journey together; supportive, a place
where all children feel able to share their ideas and welcomed to do so; reciprocal, meaning that chil-
dren and teachers ask and answer queries and take responsibility for sharing different perspectives;
deliberative, seeking resolution of differing viewpoints as reasoned positions and outcomes are
striven for cumulative in that the learning builds in a coherent manner, and references prior learning;
and purposeful, as even though it is open-ended, there are structures and goals in mind (2020, 131).
In a recent evaluation of an intervention supporting teachers to becomemore dialogic in their teach-
ing, the research found consistent, positive effects in English, Science and Maths for all children in
Year 5 (nine to ten year-olds), equivalent to about two months additional progress (Education
Endowment Foundation 2017).

Alexander is not the only researcher to explore the dynamics of dialogic teaching and its impact
on attainment. Reviewing research from the later twentieth century onwards, Howe and colleagues
synthesised a plethora of studies that highlighted the features of pedagogy that produced what they
called ‘educationally productive dialogue’ (Howe et al. 2019, 18). Drawing on studies particularly
from Northern America, Europe and Israel conducted in the last 25 years the researchers found
that there were five themes recurrent in how these studies defined dialogic teaching: the use of
open ended questioning; the opportunity for learners to give extended responses and to build on
or elaborate the ideas already shared; the acknowledgement and careful critique of different per-
spectives; the integration of lines of inquiry as differences are sought to be resolved; and finally
that participants should be able reflect on the practice of their talk, to consider how successfully
their discussions include each other and fulfil goals. Howe and colleagues’ review of the literature
around dialogic teaching was part of a study examining whether there was evidence to support
the claims that dialogic teaching leads to educational attainment. They set out to explore,
‘degrees of approximation to theoretically productive dialogue’ (2019, 17) evaluating classes
against dialogic criteria; and then testing for positive associations with educational attainment.
Whilst not without complications and caveats, they concluded that elaboration of previous contri-
butions, a key feature of a dialogic interactions, were positively associated with higher levels of
attainment measured in tests at the end of primary education.
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These studies have examined the impact of dialogic teaching on educational attainment, yet the
underpinning values espoused by Alexander in his discussions of dialogic pedagogy (2008, 2020)
point to a wider potential of such an approach, and one that has been picked up in other more
recent theories and research.

Dialogic pedagogy to promote global competence

Dialogic pedagogy is a much broader concept than simply focusing on oracy skills to further reason-
ing and argumentation. To be ‘in dialogue’ with another means holding in tension different view-
points and perspectives (Wegerif 2013). Classrooms where authentic dialogue is valued involve
teachers and children working actively to include each other, to welcome the uncertainty of not
having definite ‘answers’ and to empathise with other positions whilst building their own identities
and values (Cook, Maine, and Čermáková 2022). More than this, a truly dialogic encounter involves
making meanings in the moment, with response and further voices always potential. This means that
meanings made are necessarily provisional as with additional voices adding to an idea, views can
change and adapt. It is educationally valuable to provide children with opportunities to experience
discussions that are geared towards multiple perspectives and perhaps less directed towards seeking
agreement. In these discussions, the value of different voices and, what the Council of Europe (2018)
calls, the tolerance of ambiguity comes to the fore. These qualities move beyond articulating ideas or
positioning arguments to seek agreements. They require an openness towards situations of com-
plexity and an ability to suspend judgement (Cook, Maine, and Čermáková 2022). For example, dis-
cussions around culture, citizenship and democracy are not easily, nor even necessarily desirably,
resolvable. They often include context-specific solutions, and most often, multiple viewpoints.

This notion of multiplicity in dialogue poses a slight tension with one of Alexander’s principles (an
interesting addition to his original list of five principles published in 2008). He describes deliberation
as a principle where participants seek to, ‘resolve different points of view; they present and evaluate
arguments and they work towards reasoned positions and outcomes’ (Alexander 2020, 131). This
added principle sits comfortably alongside with the body of research demonstrating the educational
value of alternative perspectives and reasoning (Howe et al. 2019; Mercer, Wegerif, and Dawes 1999;
Nystrand 1997; Soter et al. 2008). However, it seems in contrast with the notion of genuine dialogue
(Buber 1947), which seeks to embrace multiple perspectives accepting that neat solutions may not
be desirable. As Wegerif describes:

In a real dialogue we learn only if there are different views. These different views are not always just different
perspectives on a single world such that we can agree together once we see the bigger picture. Often the
different worlds of experience found in dialogue together are not reducible to one single ‘correct’ view but
really are different – ontologically different. (Wegerif 2018)

It is possible to both seek resolution and to tolerate the ambiguity of there being multiple (even
infinite) possibilities. One solution lies in the types of discussion that children are engaged in,
with recognition of the importance of identifying common ground, even if not complete agreement.
Importantly, open-ended, ambiguous topics can provide authentic space for ideas to be shared
where teachers are not perceived to hold the correct answers. Discussions of this type were at
the centre of the aforementioned DIALLS project (Dialogue and Argumentation for cultural Literacy
Learning). In this project, dialogue was promoted as a tool to relate ideas to each other, drawing on
Buber’s concept of the I-thou stance (1947). Buber argued that there are two ways to see the world.
The I-It stance is an objective, removed stance, whereas the I-Thou stance focuses on the relationship
between the person and the world and how we live in it. At the heart of the I-Thou stance is an
acceptance and quest for other viewpoints, building empathy and inclusion (Shady and Larson
2010). Rather than just focusing on the features of dialogue that might signal high levels of thinking
(Hennessy et al. 2016; Howe et al. 2019; Soter et al. 2008), the DIALLS project considered different
social dimensions of dialogue considering how communities can act to become inclusive and
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how children can relate to the ideas of others through being empathetic (Cook, Maine, and Čermá-
ková 2022; Maine and Čermáková 2021). Importantly the idea of cultural literacy was reconceptua-
lized to embrace these dispositions, positioning dialogue as a social practice enacting intercultural
competence and mutual understanding (Maine, Cook, and Lähdesmäki 2019) and pointing towards
the global competences outlined by the OECD (2018) and Council of Europe (2018). These highlight
the role of listening to, understanding and respecting different perspectives as key to being a glob-
ally competent citizen.

The concept of dialogue as a social practice draws on the work of Street (1984). He defined tra-
ditional views of literacy as ‘autonomous’ as they imply a context-free set of generic technical skills.
His study of communities in Iran led him to make the argument that in an alternative, ideological
model, literacy can be seen as a culturally bound social practice, with communication of ideas
and values and joint meaning-making at the centre of its purpose. He argued that, ‘literacy practices,
then, refer to the broader cultural conception of particular ways of thinking about and doing reading
and writing in cultural contexts’ (2003, 79). Thus there is no one state of ‘attainment’ of literacy as by
its definition it is the social act of making and sharing meaning.

The language of dialogue and the importance of provisionality

In discussions where outcomes are not clear, where solutions are neither simple nor sometimes
desirable, the language used to express ideas needs to accommodate uncertainty. Studies exploring
the language used in reasoning highlight the importance of modal vocabulary such as ‘maybe’,
‘perhaps’ and ‘might’, noting the importance of this speculative language in opening reasoning con-
tributions (Mercer, Wegerif, and Dawes 1999) or simply including it in a list of discourse markers that
serve as proxies for reasoning (Soter et al. 2008). Other studies have paid more attention to the role
of provisionality in reasoning (Boyd and Kong 2017; Boyd, Chiu, and Kong 2019), noting how such
language can serve as, ‘hooks on which to build inter-subjectivity’ (Cook, Maine, and Čermáková
2022, 4) or a, ‘lack of full commitment to a proposal under consideration’ (Rowland 2007, 87). The
use of provisional language demonstrates that in the articulation of ideas, a speaker is aware of
their audience and the hedging of a fully committed proposal shows epistemic modality, or a provi-
sionality in the expression of knowledge (Maine and Čermáková 2023). However, the use of this
language also has further social value as it is this consideration of audience that implies a related-
ness, or ‘I-thou’ stance (Buber 1947).

With this underpinning literature framing the study, specific research questions come to the fore
in examining the role of language in the dialogic classroom: Firstly, in discussions around social and
cultural issues, where there are no clear answers and where multiple voices are encouraged, how are
dialogic language moves and instances of provisional language-use correlated? Secondly, how does
the language used by teachers and children in these discussions indicate the principles that Alexan-
der (2008, 2020) has proposed in his definition of dialogic pedagogy?

Methodology

Investigating research questions that link macro and micro analyses of classroom talk (Copland and
Creese 2015) requires a methodology that can capture both the intricacies of the language used, but
also the socio-cultural contexts in which it is happening. Linguistic ethnography (Rampton 2007)
offers such an approach by combining, ‘linguistic methods for describing patterns of communication
with ethnographic commitments to particularity, participation and holistic accounts of social prac-
tices’ (Lefstein and Snell 2014, 185). Taking such an approach has been criticised as potentially
falling between two stalls and not engaging either macro or micro analysis successfully (Hammersley
2007), but the work of Lefstein and Snell and colleagues (Lefstein and Snell 2014; Lefstein, Snell, and
Israeli 2015) has demonstrated how useful it can be to qualitatively unpack classroom dialogue
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where the interactional principles, politics and power structures are complex and hidden to simple
observational techniques.

The DIALLS project gathered observational data from classrooms in 7 project countries, and tran-
scriptions of these lessons exist as a multilingual database (Rapanta et al. 2021). However, in order to
apply a linguistic ethnographic approach, rather than a broader corpus linguistic analysis, the data
reported in this article was gathered in England and observed as part of ongoing professional learn-
ing dialogues with the project’s classes and teachers. Data was collected from a series of lessons
where primary-aged children watched or read a wordless text (films and picturebooks) together
as a class and used them as a stimulus for discussions about cultural themes in a ten-week pro-
gramme. Twenty classroom lessons in the rural East of England were observed (ten lessons from
Year 1 classes – five and six year-olds, and ten lessons from Year 5 classes – nine and ten year-
olds). Teachers had attended a series of professional learning sessions where they discussed the
ideas and practices of dialogic pedagogy, learnt how visual texts can be used to promote discussion,
and explored the central cultural values informing the project. In the DIALLS programme, lesson
objectives prioritising the development of dialogue skills were positioned alongside the cultural
themes to be discussed. These objectives were cumulative, focusing on listening and sharing
ideas, in addition to building on arguments or disagreeing by offering alternative perspectives. Chil-
dren’s awareness of their dialogic engagement was foregrounded. Importantly, the discussion topics
were designed to be open-ended and to offer opportunities for multiple perspectives to be shared,
rather than as debates to seek agreement.

Each class was observed twice at different points in the DIALLS programme (lesson 3 and lesson
8). The data include different contexts for learning – both whole class (WC) where teachers were
leading the discussions (for the Y1 and Y5 lessons) and small groups (SM) where students worked
with their peers (in Y5). Lessons were video and audio-recorded and transcribed – and the speech
turns were coded as part of a wider project scheme analysing the interactions of students and tea-
chers. The coding was used to identify instances where elaborations (which included both reason-
ing and expansions of this) occurred, following Howe et al. (2019) conclusions about the
importance of elaboration in productive educational dialogue. Here the unit of analysis was the
student turn. Turns where students elaborated on each other’s contributions were isolated as
indictors of a commitment to dialogue, that is, a desire to engage with multiple perspectives
and tolerate the ambiguity that results from a lack of clear, agreed final positions. Inter-rater
reliability was established across the team of researchers as each coded the transcripts separately,
then compared differences and discussed these until a consensus was reached. Further linguistic
analysis focused on the language of provisionality, capturing the frequency of words associated
with suggestion/proposal or tentative ideas across the two lessons. These words were drawn
from similar studies investigating discourse features (Boyd and Kong 2017; Maine 2015; Soter
et al. 2008).

Following this initial, broad analysis, episodes of dialogic talk from the classes were qualitatively
analysed to present a more refined picture of how a culture of dialogic practice was being enacted
through language. This analysis followed a, ‘layered and iterative analytic process… zooming in on
the event to investigate interactional details’ (Lefstein and Snell 2014, 186). The unit of analysis here
was expanded to sequences of turns that indicated dialogic spells (Nystrand 1997).

In the project, ethical consents to record and transcribe classroom talk were given by parents/
carers with the older children also signing their consent. Clear protocols for the collection, anonymi-
sation, storage and sharing of data were followed (BERA 2018) and ethical approval was confirmed
by the supporting university. To avoid assumptions made, for example, about the ethnicity of chil-
dren indicated by naming/providing pseudonyms, the transcripts presented in the following section
anonymise the children by giving them a number and G or B to indicate if they were a boy or a girl.
The teacher is noted as ‘T’.
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Findings and discussion

The wider lens

The linguistic analysis of the lessons showed that in all learning contexts (WC in Y1, WC in Y5, SM in
Y5) there were differences in the percentage frequency of turns that included ‘elaborations’ (see
Figure 1), that is, where children offered reasoning which they expanded appeared. Figure 1
shows the percentage frequency of this elaboration coding as it occurred in the wider coding
scheme (which also captured, for example, statements, acknowledgements, invitation and manage-
rial moves).

The graph shows a higher frequency of elaboration in the latter lesson for each different learning
context. However, as each discussion and text was different in these lessons, a number of variables
could have affected this (for example, if the discussion topics were more inviting, or if the texts them-
selves appealed more to the children). Thus, interpreting these results as an improvement over time
should be circumspect. However, when set alongside an analysis of the frequency (normalised per
10,000 words) of provisional language words used by the children in the same contexts (Figure
2), a clearer pattern is apparent, with elaborations and provisionality similarly changed in each
context.

The combination of these two quantitative analyses indicates that reasoning and provisionality
appear to work together in discussions where children are encouraged to explore multiple

Figure 1. Differences in frequency of elaborative moves in lesson 3 and lesson 8.
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perspectives. However, this very broad analysis is not sufficient to understand how the language in
these discussions works as a dialogic tool to encourage and engage multiple perspectives. For this, a
close-up analysis of the language in use sheds light on the dialogic dynamic in the classroom,
moving from a linguistic perspective to an ethnographic one.

The close-up lens

Researchers investigating classroom interaction have highlighted the limitations of looking at
speech acts in isolation (see for example, Bloome et al. 2005; Rajala, Hilppö, and Lipponen 2012),
and the affordance of a linguistic ethnographic approach is to use the wider analysis of patterns
of language to isolate episodes for further interrogation. As the aim of the study was to look at
the building of dialogic classrooms through language use, this analysis also focused on the teachers’
interactions to examine how they were modelling the enactment of the social value of dialogue in
the two different year groups.

In the first episode, a class of Y1 children with their teacher are exploring a wordless picturebook
which highlights issues of inclusion and solidarity. InMein Weg mit Vanessa (Kerascoët 2018) a young
girl is depicted starting at a new school, but on her way home is bullied by another child. A peer who
has noticed the incident resolves to help out and the next day walks with her to school. In this
episode, the class teacher is encouraging the children to share their interpretations of the images
so that they can collaboratively construct the narrative.

Episode 1: Y1 whole class discussion about Mein Weg mit Vanessa

48 T G1, what do you think? What do you think these children are talking about?
49 G1 I think they’re saying, ‘Let’s find Vanessa.’
50 T Let’s find Vanessa. Anyone want to build on that idea? G2?
51 G2 I think she’s running up to her friends and she’s saying to them, ‘Help the new girl because she’s crying.’
52 T So, you think that she’s asking the other- Mmm, so, is she asking the other friends to help or just telling them that

Vanessa’s sad?
53 G2 Asking.
54 T You think she’s actually asking them to help her? Shall we just move on through the story and see what Vanessa and

the girl in the yellow dress do? (Displays next page) Tell me, tell me, G3.
55 G3 She looks-, she’s on her bed. That’s why she’s sad.
56 T You think she’s feeling sad. What’s the clue about her feeling sad, G3?
57 G3 Just because she doesn’t wanna see anybody, just Vanessa because she feels sad and she wants to help her.

Figure 2. Differences in provisional language use in lesson 3 and lesson 8.
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58 T So, you think she’s feeling sad and wants to help Vanessa. Looking at the pictures, I think she’s been thinking about
Vanessa all night. All night. Let’s have a look (displays next page).

In each of her interactions with the three children, the teacher reaffirms what each is saying, to
recognise that she has heard them and is basing her invitation for them to elaborate on their
response on what they have already said. In response to her initial invitation, G1 offers her interpret-
ation of the images and the teacher invites other children to link to her statement. This prompts G2
to offer a more extended elaboration (L52) and to refine her answer. However, this just prompts a
one-word answer. The teacher acknowledges it and moves on. In the teacher’s interaction with
G3, she more directly asks her to justify her reasoning. As a response (L58), the teacher offers her
own elaboration on the action depicted. This short episode illustrates several of the dialogic teaching
principles proposed by Alexander (2020). The learning is framed as a collective endeavour with the
teacher positioned alongside the children as the co-construct the story. The supportive environment
means that these six year-olds are confident to share their ideas and engage in an ‘elaborative
interrogation’ (Nystrand 2006, 397). The talk is purposeful and cumulative, as the goals of interpreting
the text together are clear and coherent.

In the second illustrative episode, a Y5 class is discussing the concept of ‘home’ and what that
might mean. It is a whole class (WC) discussion that demonstrates an inclusive environment
where the children take an active stance in the management of the discussion. At the point of
the episode that follows, the discussion has moved on to consider what it feels like to be displaced
from home by war, a direction likely influenced by the class’s history topic about World War II. The
episode is fragmented with overlapping speech (denoted by squared brackets) and ideas that start
but remain unfinished. It is chosen because it reflects the reality of a whole class discussion where
many voices are clamouring to be heard, where ideas are being presented as ‘thinking in action’
(Maine and Čermáková 2023) rather than as individual presentations of fully formed argument.

Episode 2: year 5 whole-class discussion about ‘home’ and displacement

450 G4 Also they don’t choose to go. They have to go. But on holiday, you want to go. Like if I said to you, ‘T, you have to
go to war right now,’ you wouldn’t be happy, but, if I said to you, ‘T, you can go on any holiday right now’ you
[would be].

451 T [Oh fabulous], thank you, G4.
452 G5 On holiday you can choose -
453 {Unclear} going to -
454 G4 When you can choose if you want to go on holiday.
455 G5 Yeah.
456 G4 [{Unclear}]
457 T [So, there’s] that element of choice, isn’t there?
458 G6 Yeah.
459 G5 [Whereas]-
460 T [Does that] determine [how you feel about it]?
461 G5 [When you’re forced to go somewhere]-
462 G6 [If you’re, say] it was like the [fire of London when you have]-
463 G5 [then you have to go], then you have to go somewhere -
464 T So, you’re both speaking at the same time. Decide who is gonna - (G5 and G6 look at each other smiling, whole

class giggles)
465 G5 (giggling) So I think when when you’re forced to go somewhere, it’s like uhm, I’ve forgotten what I was saying

now!
466 T That solved that problem! (laughing)
467 G6 If it’s like in somewhere like at war when evacuees have to go, it’s - they wouldn’t - why would they want to go and

especially if you have to be split up from your family. Say there was somewhere that you didn’t wanna go and
you had to, it was no choice for you, but -

468 T I’m going to disagree with you, G6. If - in in a situation where you have to leave your home, surely there’s part of
you that wants to go because you want to be safe.

469 Class Yeah.
470 G6 That is true.
471 G4 [Yeah, because]-
472 [{Unclear}].
473 T G7?
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474 G7 There would be a part of you that wants to be saved, but the other part of you would probably want to stay with
your family.

475 G8 [I agree with G7].
476 G9 [{Unclear}].
477 T I think -
478 G8 I agree with G7 because going away from home because you have to isn’t like a holiday. It’s you have to go, there’s

no choice.
479 G4 But you want to go. If it was war, I would rather be split from my family and stay alive than stay with my family and

probably get killed [because]-
480 T [Oh], interesting. That’s quite - hang on, that’s quite a that’s quite a strong statement, isn’t it?
481 G4 Because I don’t really want to die in World War II, so I’d go, but I’d also want to stay with my family, but I’d have to -

I - I’d want to go. I’d want to go - part of me would want to go, part of me would want to stay. [But I]-

There are several features of this extended exchange to highlight, if regarding it as indicative of a
classroom discussion where dialogue is valued and multiple perspectives encouraged. The manage-
ment of a whole class discussion to be more than simply the statement of ideas is a challenge. In this
classroom, the teacher steps back from being the conduit through which all comments must pass
and joins in the discussion to offer ideas alongside the children. Sometimes she overtly disagrees
with the children (L468) and sometimes her voice is also unsuccessfully competing for the floor
(L477). She allows the children to lead the discussion, and lines 458–466 show a sequence where,
with good humour apparent from the whole class, the issue of overlapping speech occurs. Rather
than take the reins and decide who should speak first, the teacher passes the responsibility to the
speakers. The children are supportive of each other; in the episode between L473 and L478, G8
and G7 explore an alternative perspective. The final comment in the sequence returns to G4, who
raised the point to begin with. She demonstrates how she has listened to the views of the others,
and realising that it is not a simple decision to stay or go in times of war, has adjusted her position
slightly.

The third illustrative episode shows a small group (SM) discussion that comes from the same Y5
lesson. The extract is from an earlier part of the lesson where the children are still discussing the
concept of home and its multiplicity (Maine et al. 2021). It shows that the same patterns of involve-
ment are evident in the small group as the whole class. The children share ideas, respond to each
other and invite each other to contribute.

Episode 3: Y5 small group discussion about home and displacement

418 B1 Do you think you can have more than one home, though? [Like]-
419 G5 [Yeah. I mean, yeah, ‘cos]-
420 B1 because I feel, I feel very comfortable [here]-
421 G6 [Yeah] me too.
422 B1 but I also have lots of friends and lots of family and most most family in Canada.
423 B2 Yeah [that’s that’s]-
424 G5 [Actually I quite] like it at my grandad’s house, uhm because I actually go there quite a lot. Like I go there like every

holiday. He’s actually looking after me B1orrow and I’m going to his B1orrow. So uhm I - he lives in XY (large rural
town), so it’s quite close and I actually know it quite well around there, [‘cos]-

425 G6 [Well]-
426 G5 I spend so much time there, I know them. B2, would you like to speak?
427 B2 I I - me and B1 have a similarity because I I feel comfortable in England, but I feel comfortable in Italy as well, because

there’s my grandparents and lots of my friends [and]-
428 G6 [Going]-
429 B2 I call that home.
430 B1 Yeah.
431 G6 Going back to what G5 said as well, I think that I also feel comfortable in XY (large rural town) as well because my - I

was born born there, plus my dad kind of works around there. So it’s kind of like when I go, I’mmost used to going.
It’s like it’s not like ‘Oh what is that in XY’ I’ve seen it, pretty much all of it.

In this discussion the children try to link to each other’s ideas (L427, L431). They try to follow a
thread to discuss the possibility that home might be more than just where you live. Here, as they
stumble through an idea they are not sure of, there is more tentative language, with repetition
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and vagueness evident (‘kind of like’, ‘yeah’). These hedging words and phrases give the children
space to construct their ideas as attempt to build cohesion. They are indicative of a collective
goal, and also highlight the support the children give to one another.

An examination of high levels of exploratory talk (Mercer et al. 1999) might dismiss both Y5 dis-
cussions as the children largely agree with each other and incorporate each other’s views into their
own, without neat positioning or scientific agreement. However, if the goal of the talk is also to
nudge towards new thinking and ideas, including voices and respecting viewpoints, then expressing
ideas in this way is valid. There are not simple answers to questions like, ‘Can you feel that two places
are your home?’ and ‘How long does somewhere you no longer live remain your home?’ yet they are
important concepts to consider in a time where displacement and isolation are the lived experiences
of millions of people.

In both classes, the inclusion of different viewpoints and supportive sharing of ideas are enabled
by the teachers. Sometimes this is explicit and the teacher draws the children’s attention to how they
are developing ideas, or they model agreement and disagreement. Sometimes it is the lack of
teacher domination in a discussion that indicates the underpinning principles of inclusion in the
learning space. All three episodes are reminders that communities of learning take time to establish,
and perhaps if children experience this throughout their primary education then they will be soph-
isticated dialogic learners as they head into secondary school.

Conclusion

This article has presented policy, research literature and examples of dialogue in practice to highlight
the role of language in dialogic primary classrooms. These three strands now come together to point
a way forward for the inclusion of dialogue in primary education.

The policies of the two educational jurisdictions of England and Wales can be seen to reflect the
different models of literacy proposed by Street (1984, 2003). From an autonomous perspective oral
language can be seen as a set of decontextualised skills to be taught and mastered. For example, in
England, the teaching of oral language skills is positioned to prioritise the presentation of reasoning
and the expression of ideas using formal registers (Department for Education 2013). However, this
offers only part of the purpose and potential of talk when it happens in a dialogic classroom. The
wider potential of dialogue as bound together with culture, identity and understanding of oneself
and community are reflected in the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government 2021). These ideas
are more closely associated with Street’s ideological model of literacy as a social practice (1984;
2003). Other educational jurisdictions follow similar approaches. A third project country, Finland,
also positions ‘cultural competence, interaction and self-expression’ as transversal competences
(FNAE 2016) that are needed in a changing society, thus moving the emphasis from individual under-
standing of identity and heritage into a societal competence.

The empirical data presented in the article show how dialogic classrooms, where the underpin-
ning dispositions of tolerance, empathy and inclusion are foregrounded, can bring together these
different curricula positions by supporting both the development of oral language skills and the
development of dialogic competences. Firstly, the data show that in discussions that were
opened-ended and focused on the exploration of different perspectives, provisionality and vague-
ness was embedded within the expression of ideas and reasoning. Secondly, in these classrooms,
emphasis was not only on the presentation of ideas, the product, but on ‘thinking in action’, the
process of collaborating and creating new thinking (Maine and Čermáková 2023). Teachers
enabled this through careful modelling, affirmation and gentle challenge in Y1 and then through
creating learning contexts where children could share their ideas about societal and cultural chal-
lenges in whole class and small groups in Y5.

The data shed light on the theoretical positions explored in the article, showing how dialogic
pedagogy is enacted in practice, and how modes of language such as provisionality provide
spaces for the development of ideas in shared learning environments. The examples show that
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language in the dialogic classroom can be a powerful, collaborative learning tool that serves a social
purpose towards building intercultural competence and understanding of others with empathy and
inclusion. The OECD goals for global competence highlight the need for individuals to, ‘engage in
open, appropriate and effective interactions across cultures’ (2018, 8). They define such interactions
as, ‘relationships in which all participants demonstrate sensitivity towards, curiosity about and will-
ingness to engage with others and their perspectives’ (2018, 10). These goals can be realised through
more explicit positioning of language and dialogue in curriculum policy, to incorporate not only oral
language skills, but also the dispositions that underpin dialogue as a social and cultural practice,
enabling and inspiring young people to be empathetic and inclusive in their engagement with
each other and with the wider world.
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