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member is assigned a task based on his or her ability to accomplish and share with the rest of the team!  When grouping students 
with different abilities, be sure that each student is held accountable for demonstrating understanding!  For example, a student 
learning English as a new language can orally dictate a response while a student with higher English profi ciency writes the 
response!  Students canthen swap roles for the next task!    

To form heterogeneous groups, start by identifying the task to be completed!  Use that knowledge to determine which factor is 
most important for the success of the group work!  For example, if the task is a debate, studentsí  social skill levels might be more 
important for the success of the group work than content knowledge!  Create a continuum from high­ to­ low for the selected factor!  
For each class of students, place the names in order on the continuum!  Then, number the names!  Start grouping students so that 
the ability levels are more closely matched!  For example, out of a class of 24 students, place student #1 with student number #13, 
student number #2 with student number #14, and so on!

Once all students have been matched, look at the groups and consider other factors!  For example, placing an extremely extrovert­
ed student with an extremely introverted student may not be a very productive grouping even if they are more closely matched in 
content knowledge!  If you have English language learners in your classroom, also consider studentsí  language profi ciency when 
forming pairs and groups!  Similar to the numbering system above, students with high language profi ciency are best paired with 
students with intermediate language profi ciency and students with low language profi ciency also pair well with students with 
intermediate language profi ciency!  Balance any mismatched pairing/groups!  

Materials

ï  Example of how to structure an environment for conversations

STEP THREE: Establish consistent norms and procedures for conversations.
Part of establishing a safe environment for student conversations is establishing agreed­ upon norms and procedures for classroom 
conversations at the beginning of the school year that will apply every time there is a conversation!  These norms and procedures 
should be presented, discussed, and modeled with students to ensure there is agreement!  These norms and procedures should also 
be posted in the classroom or provided to students!  

Sample norms and procedures:

ï  I will be listening for both what you say (knowledge/content) and how you say it (skills/behaviors)!  

ï  Each member in a pair/group is held accountable for contributing to the group (e! g! , one student writes a response while 
another student revises and edits the response, or each group member completes and shares an individual task (assigned 
based on individual levels of language profi ciency) with the team)!

ï  Every conversation will begin with setting a goal for the conversation and end with a refl ection on our success in meeting that goal!

As students engage in conversations throughout the year, provide feedback on the extent to which they uphold the norms and 
follow the procedures!  As needed, provide explicit instruction on norms or procedures that need improvement!  For example, if 
most students are having difficulty using academic language in their conversations, script what students say during a conversation 
and share the script with the class!  Discuss ways to improve future conversations using the conversation stems or provide 
sentence frames/models of turn­ taking to guide student conversations during group work!
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Materials

ï  Example norms:

 » http://www.lawanddemocracy.org/discussionnorms.htm
 » http://www.edchange.org/multicultural/activities/groundrules.html
 » http://www.litcircles.org/Discussion/teaching.html
 » http://edprodevelopment.com/wp­ content/uploads/conversation­ norms.docx

ï  Establishing classroom norms: 

 » Participation Protocol for Academic Discussions
 » Planning for Turn and Talk
 » Implementing Turn and Talk

ï  Give students access to the conversation stems (example) and prompt them to use them during conversations!

ï  Prompt students to refl ect on the success of their conversations through the discussion refl ection !

STEP FOUR: Identify the purpose of and provide guiding questions for each conversation.
Prior to engaging in a conversation, identify the purpose of the conversation and its connection to the unit focus or the text under 
study!  Identify the main conversation question as well as the guiding questions and prompts included in the Teaching Notes with 
the lesson!  Review how these questions lead to the student look­ fors in the Teaching Notes!  Consider your students and adapt 
and/or add questions that will most directly lead to students providing responses similar to the student look­ fors!  During the 
conversation, explicitly state the purpose of the conversation for students and remind students of the conversation norms!

Materials

ï  Review the student look­ fors in the Teaching Notes that go with the conversation!  These provide content expectations for the 
conversation!

STEP FIVE: Guide conversations with ì talk movesî  to determine student understandings 
and misconceptions.
Engaging in productive classroom conversations can help students develop more complex thought and can reveal their 
misunderstandings!  Use these conversations as an opportunity to keep track of and guide student learning!  As students reveal 
their misunderstandings, it is important to help them revise their thinking!  Having illogical conversations or conversations about 
inaccurate content could harm rather than support student learning!

As students engage in conversations, be sure to monitor what they are saying and how they are saying it! 2 If students are not 
providing responses similar to the student look­ fors for the lesson, use ì talk movesî  to guide them to explain their reasoning, revise 
their responses, or think more deeply about the text or topic under discussion!  Keep track of studentsí  progress in conversations by 
tracking student responses and/or scripting conversations!  Be sure to provide feedback to students as suggested in Step Three!  

Materials

ï  Use a discussion tracker (example), provided in the Additional Materials for the lesson!  Adapt the discussion tracker to 
include the specifi c expectations for your students!

ï  View this video of a teacher using a discussion tracker in the classroom!

ï  Read pages 13­ 20 of this article3 about using talk moves in the classroom!

ï  Access teacher talk moves to guide students in more productive conversations!

ï  See the use of talk moves in action in an English language development classroom!

2 Students learning English as a new language should be encouraged to engage in conversations with imperfect language!  Hold them 
accountable for what they are saying and support them in how they are saying it!

3 Michaels, S! , & Oí Connor, C!  (2012)!  Talk Science Primer [PDF]!  Cambridge, MA: TERC!  Retrieved from https://inquiryproject.terc.edu/
shared/pd/TalkScience_Primer.pdf 
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