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Speech has allowed the communication of ideas, 
enabling human beings to work together to build 
the impossible. Mankind’s greatest achievements 
have come about by talking, and its greatest failures 
by not talking. It doesn’t have to be like this. Our 
greatest hopes could become reality in the future. 
With the technology at our disposal, the possibilities 
are unbounded. All we need to do is make sure we 
keep talking. 

 —Stephen Hawking

1

Introduction

Chapter 4

T his book is meant for teachers who want a streamlined, practical guide 
to beefi ng up the quality and quantity of productive conversations in 
their lessons. For those of you who are familiar with conversation skills 

and have dabbled in their development already, this is a resource to inspire and 
support your next steps on this journey.

Since the publication of Academic Conversations: Classroom Talk That Fosters 
Critical Thinking and Content Understandings (Zwiers and Crawford 2011), 
I have worked with many teachers who, with some hard work and creativity, 
have succeeded in developing their students’ conversation skills and using 
conversations to foster growth in content understandings, thinking skills, and 
language. This book builds on the original ideas in Academic Conversations, 
off ering (a) an updated synthesis of conversation work in classrooms, 
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Next Steps with Academic Conversations2

(b) highlights of recent classroom-based research and theory on classroom 
conversation, (c) answers to questions that have emerged during conversation 
work, and (d) new classroom strategies and practices for fostering classroom 
conversations.

In most classrooms, high-quality conversations between students are still 
rare, especially in settings with students from diverse linguistic and cultural 
backgrounds. Why? Because, too often, these students tend to receive more 
basic, direct, and boring types of instruction. Conversation-rich teaching is a 
radical and, for many, risky approach to learning. In the minds of many educators, 
such teaching does not have enough direct infl uence on test scores. And yet, 
conversation was not invented to help people choose the right answers on tests. 
Conversation evolved to solve problems, build ideas, build relationships, and 
understand others, and improve the world.

As a result of more and better conversations, test scores might go up or down. If 
they change just a little, you might feel that the diff erences aren’t worth the eff ort. 
Yet most teachers with whom I have worked have seen growth in engagement, 
content learning, language, and even test scores. If your primary focus is not 
test scores, and you have additional and higher priorities for students (such as 
stronger relationships, graduating from high school, interest in learning, ability 
to converse with a wide range of others, empathy, collaborative argument skills, 
critical thinking, and creativity), then this book and its ideas should be worth 
your time. 

Chapter 1 describes the core conversation skills to be developed during 
lessons. Chapter 2 covers what it means to build ideas in conversations, given 
that many students—and adults—don’t yet understand what building an idea 
with another person entails. Chapter 3 then describes how to foster students’ 
collaborative, as opposed to competitive, argumentation skills. Chapter 4 
covers discipline-specifi c conversation strategies and how to develop eff ective 
conversation prompts across grade levels and subject areas. Chapter 5 describes 
formative and summative assessment practices that help teachers and students 
see growth and what to work on next. And Chapter 6 covers the vital steps needed 
to cultivate a classroom culture of conversation.

Because classroom conversation is such a big and important topic, I also 
encourage you to use the wide range of other resources that focus on classroom 
talk. You can search online for classroom discourse, dialogic learning, accountable 
talk, collaborative argumentation, and thinking together, and you will likely see 
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3Introduction

important names such as Courtney Cazden, Martin Nystrand, James Gee, Neil 
Mercer, and others. You will fi nd most of their resources listed in the back of 
this book.

Last, thank you for taking the time and energy to improve the conversational 
learning of your students. The conversation work that you do will make profound 
diff erences in your students’ lives. Also, as you read the following chapters and 
try new strategies in your classroom, please share your insights and refl ections 
with others so that conversation-rich learning deepens across grade levels and 
disciplines.
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Conversations are ships, anchors,
and destinations. 

5

Academic Conversations 

Chapter 1

A cademic conversations are powerful ways to develop students’ content 
understandings, thinking skills, and language. But they are much more 
than just tools for learning. Regardless of the topic, students need to 

adeptly use conversations, whether or not they are “academic,” to overcome a 
wide range of life’s challenges and to build relationships, empathy, and social 
skills. While this book tends to focus on conversations in school, the core skills 
emphasized in this and other chapters are helpful outside of school as well. In 
fact, you probably know some adults who need to work on several (or all) of these 
skills.

An academic conversation changes something in the minds of its participants. 
Typically, this thing is academic in nature, but it doesn’t have to be. Most often, 
changes happen when ideas, information, or values are strengthened, weakened, 
clarifi ed, chosen, or otherwise transformed. For example, a fi fth-grade student 
conversed with her partner about the theme of a novel that they had read. 
She shared a possible theme, and her partner shared a similar theme but with 
diff erent evidence and applications. The students worked together to clarify 
terms and combine evidences. These students each walked away with a much 
more developed idea that they collaboratively built up through conversation. 
Every conversation, in fact, should build at least one idea, and participants should 
walk away a little diff erent—with more knowledge, a changed perspective, more 
conviction, or a new way to solve a problem. Chapter 2 provides an in-depth look 
at this building process and how to foster it in student conversations.© H
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Next Steps with Academic Conversations6

Benefi ts of Academic Conversations
Academic conversations off er many benefi ts to students. You likely already 
know these, but, given that it does take quite a bit of work to use and improve 
conversations throughout the school day, it doesn’t hurt to be reminded of them.

• Content learning. Conversations off er a chance for students to share 
their questions and confusions with others. Not every partner will be 
able to clarify everything, but conversation does allow students to get a 
better idea of what they don’t know and what they need to know. As they 
talk with partners, they also benefi t from the knowledge, evidence, and 
experiences of others. For example, they might have missed something 
in the text that a conversation partner helps to fi ll in. And, as you will see 
throughout this book, conversations empower students to build their 
own robust ideas related to the discipline. When you build an idea, the 
idea and the thinking and language that were used to build it last longer 
in the brain than if students had memorized a bunch of disconnected 
words or rules.

• Language development. Every other turn in an authentic conversation, 
the student receives oral input tailored just for him or her. If, let’s say, 
Ana is talking with David about the theme of a story, and she doesn’t 
understand something that David just said, she says, “What?” or “Huh?” 
Then, David rephrases, uses a synonym, acts it out, or does whatever it 
takes to help Ana understand what he is saying. And every other turn, 
Ana is pushed to put her ideas into words and sentences (oral output) 
for David to understand and use in building his ideas. As she constructs 
meaning, the words and grammar tend to stick in her brain. And some 
words and grammatical structures are reinforced because they are used 
multiple times in the conversation.

• Stronger socio-emotional skills. In the Bantu language, the word ubuntu 
means that a person becomes a person only through other people. 
Conversations play a large role in this process. Neuroscientists argue that 
our brains and minds are shaped by face-to-face interactions with other 
people. Rather than just decoding and encoding verbal messages during 
conversation (as robots might do), a person’s mind tries to understand, 
or mirror, the other’s mind by inferring meanings, feelings, and values 
(Hari and Kujala 2007). As students converse with others, they see
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7Chapter 1     Academic Conversations

how others think and feel about a range of issues and how they express 
those feelings. This builds the ability to understand how others view 
and respond to the world, which leads to the important skill of empathy. 
Empathy in turn allows people to connect with others and create better 
relationships. If, for example, when you talk, I rarely understand where 
you are coming from, it is less likely that you will be my friend. Lack of 
empathy and other social skills, as we see often in the news, can lead to 
major misunderstandings and problems in the world.

• Stronger academic identity, agency, and voice. Many students, for a 
variety of reasons, do not feel that they are “academic” or that they can 
learn as well as their peers. Conversations can help build an academic 
identity. When students are given the freedom to work together to build 
up ideas and ways of expressing those ideas, their sense of agency in 
their learning grows. Agency means, in a nutshell, that you learn to use 
the tools of learning (language, thinking, etc.) to do meaningful things, 
rather than just to show that you can use the tools. (Would you rather 
use tools to construct a house or be tested on your use of tools on pieces 
of scrap wood year after year?) Students also tend to feel that they 
have more of a voice: that their ideas matter and can contribute to the 
collective learning and ideas in class. These things, of course, help build 
students’ sense of belonging, confi dence, and the knowledge that they 
can learn just as well as others in class, in school, and in life. It is vital 
that students believe in their capacities to learn.

• Equity. Equity means strategically providing a range of resources and 
experiences to students in diff erent ways so that the learning potential 
of all students is maximized. Conversations foster equity by getting 
students to interact with students of diff erent backgrounds, language 
profi ciencies, and abilities. As the teacher, you can and should provide 
varying supports before, during, and after the conversations, but the 
conversations and the students will do most of the work. We become 
more like those with whom we interact. As students interact with others, 
they are always pushed, cognitively and linguistically, to understand 
what others say and how they feel. This moves everyone forward. Even if 
Ana is more English profi cient than David, she benefi ts from striving to 
communicate her thoughts with him and from learning more about how 
he, from his diff erent background, thinks and feels.
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Next Steps with Academic Conversations8

• Formative assessment. Conversations off er excellent windows into what 
students know and can do, as well as who they are and who they want 
to be. This allows you to make appropriate adjustments and additions 
to future lessons in order to improve their learning. The downside, of 
course, is that you can’t take all of their conversations home every night 
and “grade them.” (If you can do this, please contact me. I have some 
questions for you.) But we can observe a few conversations each day and 
learn a lot about students’ learning.

Preparing for Conversations
In a sense, this whole book is meant to help you prepare yourself, your lessons, 
and your students for having eff ective conversations. But here I want to highlight 
that, in addition to the very necessary conversation skills that follow, students 
need to have enough content in their heads to talk about, along with enough 
language to express that content. The content and language don’t need to be 
perfect, by any means, but there is a certain “amount” that both participants need 
to have for the conversation to work.

I mention this because it isn’t fair to tell students to have a rich conversation 
about something they know little about, or to tell two beginning English learners 
to converse in English about a diffi  cult text that was just read aloud to them. 
What would you think if I asked you to have a conversation with a friend focused 
on the prompt, Evaluate Kant’s proposed solution to the question How are a priori 
synthetic judgments possible? as described in his Critique of Pure Reason? Even 
if you wanted to answer this (anyone, anyone?), you would likely need to dig into 
the text to gain some information to work with. (And it would take even longer if 
the text were in German.)

You may need to make some changes in what and how you teach to make 
sure your students have suffi  cient levels of content and skills to converse about 
a topic. If you have been teaching to help students do well on tests, their test-
based knowledge, and how it is organized in their brains, is often diff erent from 
the knowledge needed for conversations. For example, if you are teaching the 
key facts, people, and events of the Civil War, students might have sequential 
or mnemonic systems for remembering them. But if students need to converse 
about whether slavery or states’ rights was a more infl uential cause of the war, 
they will need to learn and organize their ideas diff erently. Instead of putting 
events in cause-eff ect sequence, for example, they need to stack up evidence for 
each side of the argument and decide which is heavier (see Chapter 3).
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9Chapter 1     Academic Conversations

So, in a nutshell, make sure that students have enough content and language 
to build up ideas in extended conversation. They are not just answering basic 
questions or conducting an interview. Help students learn facts, evidence, and 
concepts that they can use in their conversations. You will often fi nd that students 
walk away from those conversations with learning that is more solidifi ed than it 
was when they entered.

Core Academic Conversation Skills
Good conversations have a lot going on in them. Many cognitive, verbal, and 
nonverbal skills need to be used during and between turns. This section 
introduces you to the core skills that should be in most, if not all, of your students’ 
conversations, regardless of content area. The fi ve core skills, shown in Figure 1.1  
are (1) building ideas, (2) posing initial ideas, (3) clarifying, (4) supporting with 
evidence, and (5) evaluating evidence in argument-based situations.

If you just glanced at Figure 1.1, and if you know the focal skills outlined in 
the fi rst Academic Conversations book, you have likely noticed that the skills 
here are slightly diff erent and that the visual organizer is diff erent. In my work 
in classrooms and in my analyses of conversations over the years, I saw that 
building up an idea was more important, more needed, and more challenging 
than I had previously thought. It’s so important, in fact, that it gets its own 
chapter in this book. And I noticed in many conversations that students were 
elaborating, paraphrasing, and synthesizing in order to clarify ideas, so I put 
these strategies (and several others that I noticed) under the skill of clarifying. 
Since the fi rst book, I have also observed the power of evaluating and comparing 
in argumentation-based conversations, which I have put in place of the skill 
called building on or challenging ideas. And, fi nally, I added the skill of posing 
buildable ideas to highlight the importance of coming up with and choosing an 
initial idea that is meaty and valuable for learning.

Each of these skills is actually a two-way skill. Students need to be able both to 
prompt partners to build, pose, clarify, support, and evaluate and compare at the 
right times in a conversation, and to use those skills eff ectively themselves when 
prompted by others.

A typical sequence of skills used in a conversation might be as follows. Posing 
one or more initial ideas tends to come fi rst, for obvious reasons. Then students 
use clarifying and supporting to build up the idea. If it’s an argument, students 
build up the competing ideas and then use the skill of evaluating and comparing 
evidence to decide which side is stronger, better, or heavier.
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Next Steps with Academic Conversations10

Skill 1—Building an Idea

The overarching skill, as you can see in Figure 1.1, is building up one or more ideas. 
Every conversation should build up at least one idea, and students need to manage 
this process. They can’t just use the skills three times each and hope an idea gets 
built. It’s a little like a person who manages the construction of a real building. A lot 
of skilled workers are doing their jobs, but someone needs to have a big picture so 
that the workers don’t forget to put in the support beams or the plumbing.

Many students and adults think of conversations as free-association time or 
brainstorm sessions, in which participants either connect randomly to previous 
ideas or share randomly (“popcorn out”) a variety of diff erent ideas. But without 
doing the work of focusing on and building up an idea, these kinds of talk will not 
become academic conversations.

Build Up the Idea

Pose Idea

SupportSupport Clarify

SupportClarify

Support Clarify

Support

Figure 1.1  Core skills for building up one idea
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