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Talking in the Classroom  

The purpose of effective classroom talk or discourse is to make certain that the  
classroom discussion helps students make sense of the content.  
The teacher is the organizer, cheerleader, and conductor of the entire process, making 
appropriate tools available and finding ways to help students assume major 
responsibility for their own learning.  
A flow of ideas, with interactions not only from teacher to student but also from 
student to teacher and student-to-student, using a variety of modes, helps all children 
learn more content.  

 
The following tasks can help create effective classroom talk.  

o Pose questions and tasks to encourage students to talk about their thinking as well as to 
listen and to respond to other students' ideas.  

o Expect students to communicate their thinking to you and to other students. Model and 
expect that your students will question and be questioned by their peers. Students must 
explain and justify their thinking.  

o Make your classroom a safe place to conjecture and to make mistakes. Student often 
learn a great deal by listening to others and analyzing mistakes.  

 
Questions as a critical part of classroom talk  

1. Questions that help students work together to make sense of their learning. 
"What do others think about what Kari said?" "Can you convince the rest of us 
that that makes sense?  

2. Questions that help students rely more on themselves to determine whether 
something is correct. "Why is that true?" "How did you reach that conclusion?"  

3. Questions that seek to help students learn to reason: "How could you prove 
that?" "What assumptions are you making?" "Does this make sense?"  

4. Questions that help students learn to conjecture, invent, and solve problems. 
"What would happen if ... ?" "Do you see a pattern?"  

5. Questions that help students connect their learning to other ideas and 
applications. "How does this relate to ... ?" Have you ever dealt with a problem 
like this before?"  

 
Build on ELL Students' Prior Knowledge and Teach Essential Vocabulary  

o Use organizational activities such as semantic mapping, KWL, timelines, and other strategies 
to determine where the students stand in relation to the content of the upcoming lesson.  

o Whenever possible provide ELL students with a list of essential vocabulary a day or two 
before the introduction of a new lesson so that the students can use a simplified English or 
bilingual dictionary to learn the meanings and familiarize themselves with the words. This 
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approach also helps students identify prior knowledge about the topic from their native 
languages.  

o Use oral pre-reading activities and allow time for discussion and questioning before assigning 
academic reading assignments to ensure that ELL students have the background information 
and linguistic skills necessary to accomplish the assignment.  

 
Lighten the Linguistic Load by simplifying grammatical structures and paraphrasing. To lighten the 
linguistic load:  

o Limit sentences to one concept.  
o Use the active voice, not the passive voice.  
o Use concrete examples and contextualize.  
o Use the subject-verb-object pattern for most sentences.  
o Write a summary of the lesson in a simpler form of English.  
o Simplify the vocabulary, retaining key concepts and essential technical vocabulary.  
o Use repetition. When giving directions to beginners use the same structures every day. For 

example don't say, "Open your book to page 39," one day and switch to, "Turn to page 39," 
the next. 


