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Chapter

Introduction

“I just don’t know,” Katie sighed. “We’ve been working on talk
behavior for over 10 weeks now, and I still have to remind the
kids to speak to each other and not to me, and they still aren’t
really listening to each other—at least, not all of them. Maybe
I'm doing something wrong?”

I've honestly lost count of how often I've heard variations of
those same words, with the same long sigh attached each time.
Teaching students to use talk purposefully in an academic setting
takes time. We are teaching students to interact in extremely
focused ways in an environment where many have become
quite passive. We are also asking them to use this behavior in
conjunction with newly learned cognitive processes, or ways
of thinking, in order to better understand complex texts, ideas,
and issues. This is an awe-inspiring range of considerations for
students—or anyone, for that matter—to orchestrate at one
time.

“Tell me about the progress your students have made,” I
encouraged, knowing full well that Katie Crommer, the classroom
teacher, had much to celebrate.

“Well,” Katie hesitated, eyes upward, clearly envisioning her
third graders in her head. “They don’t get frustrated anymore
when I won’t confirm whether their thoughts are right or not.
They understand that they need evidence for their thinking, and
they're getting that they need to talk about their ideas with each
other to figure out if the thinking is on track. So their meaning
making has become stronger. And some students are actually
responding to what others have said when they talk, but they still
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look at me instead of at each other when they talk. And then
there are the kids who still just sit there....”

As I listened to Katie, I knew that this was amazing progress
in just 10 weeks—not only for the students, but for Katie, too.
Just four months ago, when Katie and I first began working
together, she was struggling with shifts in her beliefs about
students” capacity for understanding, the use of talk as a tool for
constructing meaning, the importance of building habits of mind,
and her role in the process. Katie’s evolving beliefs required
her to make huge shifts in her instructional practices, such as
changing her purpose and technique for questioning. Now, she
encourages the exploration of ideas as opposed to quizzing for
right answers, and she orchestrates talk as opposed to confirming
those answers.

Like anyone who is relearning a behavior, from perfecting a golf
swing to improving snacking habits, Katie experiences temporary
lapses into her old practice. But not to worry—her students are
developing abilities alongside her, and both she and the students
are working to strengthen these abilities in surprisingly supportive
ways. Just the day before, during a read-aloud, I had watched
Katie excitedly yell, “Right!” after a student shared his thinking
about a big idea in a text. Then, with her hand waving madly in
the air as if to erase the word (and an “T know!” look shot in my
direction), she regrouped and was about to ask, “What makes you
think that?” But Justin beat her to the punch!

“Why do you think it’s right?” he asked with a look that
indicated he disagreed, but was willing to listen.

Katie smartly smiled, explained her thinking, cited evidence,
and asked Justin, “What do you think?”

And isn’t that just what we want? We want the students
to actively seek our explanations and evidence, as well as
recognize that there may be alternative possibilities as meaning is
constructed. In this instance, Justin was actually taking over the
role of orchestrating the talk!

Katie’s developing awareness of the power of students’
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