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1. Introduction 
 

The Dialogical Teaching research project involved six teachers from five schools in Lewisham and 

Southwark working together on a school-based enquiry project about dialogic teaching.  The project 

was a joint project between London South Teaching School Alliance (LSTSA) and Rathfern Primary, 

Lewisham, a Chartered College Hub School.  It was funded thanks to a grant from the Association for 

the Study of Primary Education (ASPE).  The project ran with the support of University of Cambridge 

academics working on the Teacher Scheme for Educational Dialogue Analysis (T-SEDA), which has 

produced a practical tool kit to support teachers in engaging with enquiry projects around dialogic 

teaching in their own classrooms.  The project was led by the LSTSA Director, an expert in research 

models of professional development for teachers, who facilitated sessions and supported teachers 

with their enquiry projects.  

The research project sought to explore the following questions:  

 Does developing teachers’ understanding of the relationship between the quality of 
classroom interactions and the quality of learning improve teacher interactions with pupils? 

 Do improved teacher interactions with pupils lead to higher quality teacher:pupil and 
pupil:pupil dialogue? 

 Does improved classroom dialogue lead to improved learning outcomes for pupils? 
 

The project enabled teachers to effectively benchmark their own classroom practice in relation to 

dialogic teaching, using the Cambridge University designed T-SEDA tools.  It then introduced them to 

the dialogic teaching literature, and supported them to design and implement a change to their own 

dialogic teaching practices. Finally, it enabled them to measure the impact of this change to practice, 

using the same T-SEDA tools. 

Teachers attended six sessions throughout the year as follows: 

 The first half day session (led by the Programme Leader and Cambridge academics) 
introduced them to the T-SEDA materials, helped them understand how to establish an 
enquiry question and enabled them to understand how to use the T-SEDA tools to gather 
baseline data for their projects, particularly the value of creating and coding transcripts to 
analyse the quality of classroom dialogue.  Participants also provided baseline teacher 
confidence data to the Cambridge team.  Participants considered their research question 
and the changes to teaching and learning they would like to see as a result of any change to 
practice they implement.  After this session, and in response to participants’ request, a 
shared folder was set up with a range of readings on dialogic teaching. 

 In the second session (led by  the Programme Leader) participants shared their coded 

transcripts and explore the implications and questions it raised.  As a result of this 

discussion, they reviewed their research questions and decided on the change to practice 

they wanted to implement.  During the session, we explored Mercer’s models of 

cumulative, disputational and exploratory talk and participants analysed their own pupil’s 

tendency towards the three different types of talk, considering how best to shift practice 

towards exploratory talk.  Participants also recommended readings from the shared folder 

they had read and found useful. 



 

 In session 3 (led by the Programme Leader), more coded trancripts were shared.  

Participants also explored Dylan Wiliam’s model of basketball and pingpong talk, linking the 

discussion to Vygotskian ideas on social construction.  Participants considered the 

challenges of implementing basketball talk and brainstormed questions/prompts for 

teachers to use and sentence starters for pupils.  A video clip was also analysed using the 

‘sustained shared thinking’ framework, and participants were given a tool to take away and 

use when analysing their own practice against this model.  Again, participants 

recommended readings from the shared folder they had read and found useful.  We shared 

the case study template with participants so that expectations were clear for the end of the 

research project. 

 Session 4 (led by the Programme Leader and Cambridge academics) took place at School 21, 

where the group heard about the school’s Voice 21 research project.  The Cambridge 

University CEDiR Group attended to review project progress and gather data for their own 

research.  The session was also attended by a Lead Teacher for dialogic teaching from 

another teaching school alliance, who was keen to engage with the research project..  

 In session 5 (led by Programme Leaders), they decided how and when they were going to 

gather impact data, using the T-SEDA tools, and prepared for writing their case study report.  

They also explored the role of metacognitive talk, based on the expertise of Naheeda 

Maharasingham, Headteacher of Rathfern Primary which focuses on the development of 

metacognition as a school.  They then explored the work of Springer and Johnson on 

groupwork and the translation of this into practice through the work of 

collaborativelearning.org 

 In session 6 (led by the Programme Leader) participants jointly coded a final transcript, 

sharing learning and acting as critical friends.  They also decided how best to share their 

learning with colleagues in their own schools so that it could become embedded in whole 

school practice.  Participants also completed the final data returns for the project. 

Each participating teacher was asked to produce a case study explaining what their own learning 

was, and the impact their project had on pupil learning and outcomes.  These case studies were 

shared at a joint celebration event at the end of the academic year, to which ASPE were invited and 

at which they presented their offer to attending headteachers and teachers.   

Teachers participating in the programme were introduced to the benefits of ASPE membership and 

encouraged to join as schools and/or individuals and the project funded three memberships. 

The project lasted for one academic year.  

Methodology 
This study incorporated the following methods of data collection: 

 A pre- and post-programme audit: to assess participants’ own practice in relation to dialogical 

methods and that of their class. 

 Case studies: participating teachers were asked to write up and evidence the outcomes of 

their projects. 

 End of programme evaluation survey. Participants were asked to respond to a short series of 

questions at the end of the programme. 

The data was aggregated and analysed in order to examine approaches and interventions and their 

perceived impact on pupils, teachers and whole-school approaches to dialogic talk.   



 

 

2. Key Findings 
 

Rationale: What issues were schools seeking to address? 
 Written marking was not having a positive impact on children’s progress  

 An emphasis on confidence in the classroom was a holistic goal in an attempt to prepare 

pupils for secondary school and beyond 

 Children rarely built on each others’ ideas or challenged each other in whole class situations 

 Whole class dialogue was not always inclusive, with some children opting out of putting their 

hands up 

 Class was very unsettled for various reasons and not focused on their learning 

 Children needed to develop their listening as well as their speaking skills. 

 Wanted pupils to start to understand the value of the ideas and thoughts of their peers as 

well as embedding the need to listen to the adults teaching them.  

 Children did not speak to each other when they were involved in creative tasks 

Inquiries focused around:  

Case study 1  Would dialogic techniques allow teachers to immediately feedback to 
children through a layered approach involving discussion, immediate 
interventions, AFL and addressing misconceptions? 

 Can high quality, immediate feedback be sustained through dialogic 
teaching and be impactful across both key stages and the early-
years?  

 How would this new form of feedback look in books (through the 
drafting and editing process alongside self and peer assessment, peer 
assessment, self-assessment, whole class interventions)? 

 

Case study 2  To what extent does the use of ‘oracy leads’ in history allow for the 
children’s historical reasoning skills to improve? 

 To what extent do these newfound reasoning tools impact on 
participants’ confidence levels when speaking in class generally? 

 

Case study 3  ‘How can children learn to listen to, build on and challenge each 

other’s ideas.’ 

 

Case study 4  Can the introduction of ground rules for talk lead to children having 

more effective paired/group discussion? 

 Can the teacher’s modelling of ‘inviting children to build on ideas’ 

lead to children building on each other’s ideas independently?  

 

Case study 5  How can I ensure there is more and higher quality peer to peer 
interaction during guided activities? 
 

Case study 6  How can adults encourage children to talk about what they are doing 

in order to support them to build on each other’s ideas when they 

are engaged in creative play? 

 



 

 

Methodology and methods: Key approaches used by schools 
 

Actions taken by the teachers 

 The teacher introduced the children to the idea of ‘respectful listening’ when others speak 

 Used T-SEDA to introduce the different types of discussion to the class and coded 

discussions around on ‘inviting to build’, ‘building’ and ‘challenging’ – hand signals were 

used to signal these inputs.  

 Focused the enquiry cycle and discussion specifically around history and debating skills 

 Introduced ‘no hands up’ during whole class discussions and rules for group work and 

planned activities where children would have to take on roles. 

 Using a teacher’s and pupil’s self-audit sheet to record how effective group discussion was. 

These were used once at the beginning as a baseline and at the end of a term to see if 

improvement had been made. 

 Used a teacher’s tally sheet which recorded instances on children ‘building’ on each other’s 

ideas (they used the T-SEDA speaking frames as a guideline for what phrases children might 

use to ‘build on’ each other’s ideas). 

Findings/Results: Progress made by schools 
 

Observed impact on pupils  

 Given greater autonomy to the children as learners; allowing them to lead their learning 

 Immediate feedback to children had a far greater impact on children’s learning, increased 

progress and engaged every child 

 Improved oracy skills 

 Increased pupil confidence to articulate and explain 

 Children began to speak more about what they were doing over the course of the research.  

 Greater collaborative learning 

 The teacher’s own contributions are fewer and simpler 

 The children are speaking to each other much more directly rather than always addressing 

the teacher 

 Using roles (oracy leads, challengers, evidence finders) the pace of the conversation slowed 

(as did the noise level) 

 Some pupils found the hand signals, and their corresponding meanings to be difficult to 

grasp. However, others were said to have ‘habituated to the use of the visual symbols’. This 

did not seem to relate to age as one class used in very successfully in the early years.  

 Children are better at turn taking and know they need to listening to each other in turn but 

they still struggle with giving each other their full attention and focus 

 Children were often said to struggle with the concept of building on what another child had 

said and often repeated or brought in their own idea. Many felt that this was a work in 

progress and would need more time to practice and embed.  

 Children can still find it hard to take on board the ideas of those around them. 

 



 

Changes to practice 

 Finding more opportunities for pupils to practice oracy skills 

 Teachers and children with a consistent language framework to support and embed 
effective discussions  

 Thinking more carefully about who was grouped with whom in the classroom 

 Reduced ‘teacher talk’ and increased pace of lessons by using visual cues and signals 
(decided with the children) to move dialogue on. 

 Becoming more aware of the type of dialogue they need to model in order to set an example 
for the kind of discussion they would like the children to have. 

 Embedded the phrases ‘build on’ and ‘change the idea’ into their daily teaching 
All six teachers who participated plan to continue to embed and refine their approach in the new 

academic year.  

 

What did participants say about the project? 

Impact on professional practice 
 

Teachers completed a baseline and end-point audit around their professional practice as it relates to 

dialogical behaviour and interactions with pupils  

Firstly, they were asked to score themselves on a scale of 1-3 (where 1 is rarely, 2 is sometimes and 

3 is always) in relation to 12 statements about their dialogical interactions. At baseline, teachers 

scored themselves an average of 2.4. At the end-point this had risen to 2.9.  

They were also asked to score the class as a whole for its dialogical interaction (using the same scale 

as above). At baseline, teachers scored the class an average of 2.3. At the end-point this had risen to 

2.7. 

Evaluating the project 

 When asked about the different elements of the course, teachers said that they found the 

“Dylan Willam basketball vs pingpong, social construction” and the “Coding transcripts using 

the TSEDA tool” most useful.  

 When asked to complete a course evalaution, 100% of respondents either ‘agreed’ or 

‘strongly agreed’ with all of the statements around quality of course outcomes amongst 

participants 

 100% of respondents agreed with a bank of statements about delivery. 

Teachers made comments such as: 

“The research has led to me being better at supporting children to express their own ideas, views and 

feelings using speech.” 

“I am more aware of how children are or are not listening to each other during class discussions and 

whether class discussions are really including everyone.” 

 

“The T-SEDA project provided the structure and dialogue to implement and support child led talk and 

feedback while giving the teachers the diagnostic tools to health-check discussions, introduce active 

listening and create a dialogic classroom, … As a result, the children's end of term assessments, 



 

especially in writing where dialogic practise was also used for pre-writing, showed significant 

progress.” 

 

“I have found it very inspiring to be involved with a research project. It has given me a valuable 'birds 

eye view' on my classroom practice.” 

 

“The research project has been successful as it has made me reflect on an aspect of my practice 

which has changed elements of my pedagogy.” 

 

“I really appreciated the time to reflect on dialogic teaching in my class and it has had an impact on 

how I teach, particularly planning and facilitating learning in a group” 

 

“This project has increased my awareness of the huge impact talk and discussion can have upon 

children's progress, confidence and resilience to learning within the classroom” 

 
 

  



 

 

3. Case studies 

Case study 1  
 

Motivation for the inquiry, focus and inquiry questions  
The inquiry was led by a middle leader. As part of the ‘school development plan’ this school had 

found that distance marking was not having a positive impact on children’s progress and only a small 

number of children would respond effectively to the teacher’s written feedback.  They therefore 

wanted to trial feedback to the children during the session, with ‘in the moment planning’ and 

immediate assessment. 

The initial focus of this inquiry was to question whether dialogic teaching could replace or be an 

alternative to distance marking. This initially linked with their initiative to replace distance marking. 

However, to extend the inquiry they posed the following questions:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Inquiry plan and activities? 

To introduce dialogic teaching to the children and teachers they decided to focus on the dialogic 

principle of coding discussions.  To ensure they did not ‘overload’ the teacher and children they 

decided to focus on ‘inviting to build’, ‘building’ and ‘challenging’ as codes.  They found that these 

three codes gave teachers and children the skills to take a health check of the discussions happening 

in their classes, take ownership of the discussion and engage in discussions which stimulated critical 

thinking, encouraged higher order questioning and challenged the children’s understanding across 

the primary curriculum. 

 

They used T-SEDA to introduce the different types of discussion to the class.  They explored how the 

different elements sound, how they could recognise a discussion conducive to learning and the 

language they can engage with.  The discussions became ‘figuratively tangible’, with children and 

teachers recognising how discursive contributions exist in layers, building upon ideas, literally 

increasing the depth of understanding alongside the depth of discussion.  

 

Research questions 
 Would dialogic techniques allow teachers to immediately feedback to children through 

a layered approach involving discussion, immediate interventions, AFL and addressing 
misconceptions? 

 Can high quality, immediate feedback be sustained through dialogic teaching and be 
impactful across both key stages and the early-years?  

 How would this new form of feedback look in books (through the drafting and editing 
process alongside self and peer assessment, peer assessment, self-assessment, whole 
class interventions)? 

 



 

The middle leader transcribed discussions and using the template in the T-SEDA core resources.  

They coded alongside each discursive contribution and then take a mean of the codes by numbering 

each code and counting how many times they were evident in the discussion.  They also used the 

whole class participation overview, after coding the discussion to focus on the different discussion 

types.  They also used an Ipad to film the children and the transcribe the audio.   

 
 

Findings and reflections 

 

Learning behaviours 
“During this inquiry I have found that feedback through immediate intervention, self and peer 

assessment and dialogic teaching, has given greater autonomy to the children as learners; allowing 

them to lead their learning.” 

 

“Over the course of this academic year, I have routinely returned to my initial focus of inquiry to 

check the health of my investigation and ensure I was keeping the questioning and subsequent 

observations relevant.  Through this approach it became evident that immediate feedback to children 

- by promoting engaging discussions within each session, allowing children to explore their learning, 

feedback to each other and challenge misconceptions - had a far greater impact on children’s 

learning, increased progress and engaged every child”. 

During the dialogue they observed  

 Improved oracy skills, with children demonstrating confidence when feeding back to their 

peers/class.   

 Increased pupil confidence to articulate and explain. 

 Teacher and support staff feedback demonstrated increased confidence through improved 

dialogic skillsets. 

 Greater collaborative learning with children taking more risks in their rhetoric and 

challenging each other’s views and opinions. 

The middle leader reflects that, 

“the speed at which we noted the impact of dialogic teaching was surprising.  From the first 

session, it became apparent that we could use high level discussions to feedback to the 

children and for them to feedback to us.  Almost immediately we were able to use these 

discussions to support immediate assessments, ‘in the moment’ planning and interventions.” 

When looking at their research questions specifically, the middle leader concluded the following: 

Research question 1: Would dialogic techniques allow teachers to immediately feedback to 
children through a layered approach involving discussion, immediate interventions, AFL and 
addressing misconceptions? 
“It was apparent from the start that dialogic teaching was a very effective medium for immediate 

and in the moment feedback.  It could be planned for alongside Assessment For Learning strategies 

and when misconceptions become apparent within the session and not in hindsight when marking 

books at the end of the day.” 



 

Research question 2: Can high quality, immediate feedback be sustained through dialogic 
teaching and be impactful across both key stages and the early-years? 
“I have worked closely with a team of teachers from across the different key stages and early-years 

and it became apparent that the idea of extending children through immediate discussion was 

already embedded within the early-years.  During these formative years, children are constantly 

developing their language and communication skills. Early years teachers and support staff provide 

all feedback verbally and children respond to this feedback in the moment.  Our finding suggested 

that the emphasis on ‘marking books and written feedback’ deskilled the children’s natural ability to 

discuss their learning immediately with other children and teachers.  With help from the early-years 

team, we put together resources, advice, examples and strategies for how this approach can be 

nurtured and extending through the primary key stages, incorporating dialogic teaching.  

Research question 3: How would this new form of feedback look in books (through the drafting 
and editing process alongside self and peer assessment, peer assessment, self-assessment, who 
class interventions)? 
“Recording this approach in books was simply small notes made such as V.F for verbal feedback, S.I 

for small intervention, PA or SA for peer or self –assessment.  However, the greater evidence for the 

effectiveness of immediate feedback with discussion was in the children’s progress.” 

 

The evidence for the positive impact of dialogic teaching and immediate feedback was felt to have 

been seen in the observations of children in lessons demonstrating increased confidence in self and 

peer assessment through discussion.  Evidence was also seen in pupil progress, and children being 

able to feedback effectively by addressing how to improve their own and others’ learning; building 

on ideas, challenging misconceptions and verbally interrogating their own and others contributions. 

 

 

Changes to practice 
  

 planned opportunities for children to develop high level speaking and listening skills through 

oral rehearsal and drama within different sessions and through personalised planning 

 provided teachers and children with a consistent language framework to support and embed 

effective discussions across the school 

 ensured that parents were aware of how immediate feedback and dialogue in the class 

contributes to their child’s learning and progress. 

 

Evaluation of the process 
“For all the reasons above, the inquiry process has been a success.  I have a very clear insight into the 

effectiveness of discussion and its role in replacing distance marking with immediate feedback and 

assessment.  The coding criteria and the observations worked well as I was able to build up a picture 

of the discussions taking place across the school and use these findings as part of a ‘teachers toolkit’ 

for effective feedback.” 

 

“The challenges were around the time it took to transcribe the discussions.  At first, changing 

teachers’ perceptions of talk in the classroom and using it to replace written feedback took a little 



 

convincing.  However, the results spoke for themselves and I am pleased to say we have a school full 

of converts.” 

 

 

The future 
Following on from this inquiry they plan to: 

 Further develop the role of discussion in effective feedback with immediate assessment across 

the school and its sister schools. 

 Develop all support staff to take on roles providing effective feedback through immediate 

interventions based upon dialogic assessments. 

 Embed dialogic teaching and progress this approach, so feedback is always current and adapts to 

the curriculum and future practice. 

 Ensure all staff are given opportunities to assess impact and progression in light of immediate 

feedback and class dialogue and in turn feedback suggestions and good practice to the middle 

leader and SLT team. 

 Develop the coding approach to reflect on discussions and for teachers and support staff to 

develop their roles and abilities in identifying opportunities for immediate and effective 

feedback through dialogic interventions. 



 

Case study 2 
 

Motivation for the inquiry, focus and inquiry questions  
The emphasis on confidence in the classroom was a holistic goal in an attempt to prepare pupils for 

secondary school and beyond. This goal manifested over time and was in response to pupils lack of 

effective engagement in discussions in humanities lessons. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Inquiry plan and activities? 
This project consisted of one ‘inquiry cycle’, comprising three group work activities as detailed 

below. In addition to this one lesson was spent deciphering talk rules and actions with the children 

prior to the activities. Pupils came up with a number of rules to aid clear communication between 

the group (for example, one hand held up to challenge, two hands overlapping each other to build, 

point to the side of their forehead to provide evidence for a particular point). 

 Activity one: (4 children talking, 4 observing) children re-enact a council election in Athens. 

They had five minutes to recount the event to the rest of the class. Originally, the children 

sat in circles. Then, a different group observed the inner group’s discussion using the 

Fishbowl grouping structure (borrowed from Voice 21).  

 Activity two: (eight children interacting using the ‘onion’ group setup). The children were 

now tasked with coming up with eight sentences describing the council election in role as 

experts. The Voice 21 ‘role’ cards were used and each child was required to participate. 

There were two oracy leads, two challengers, two evidence finders and two ‘builders’.  

 Activity three : (trios: one child took the role of summarising and critiquing the method and 

approach). Group size was lessened so that the children could spend more time analysing 

and rehearsing their role in the conversation. Children answered an ‘Athenian democracy’ 

assessment question that tested their learning over the course of the unit. They were 

allowed to use their learning booklets as knowledge aids. They then moved into the traverse 

form (three children standing opposite three) and they used their talk symbols and 

rehearsals to discuss the assessment questions in pairs and then as a whole group.  

 

Research questions 
- To what extent does the use of ‘oracy leads’ in history allow for the children’s historical 

reasoning skills to improve? 

- To what extent do these newfound reasoning tools impact on participants’ confidence 

levels when speaking in class generally? 



 

Throughout the process, the teacher acted as observer (during activities) and facilitator in setting up 

each new talk task.  

 

Equipment/resources required included:  

 Talk rules created with the children 

 Voice 21 talk resources 

 History Knowledge Booklet  

 

Findings and reflections 

 

Learning behaviours 

 Pupils reminded themselves to use the actions they had come up with to avoid interrupting 

one another 

 By using roles (oracy leads, challengers, evidence finders) the pace of the conversation 

slowed (as did the noise level), as the children became mindful of their individual roles 

within the discussion. As the roles were now shared, several children grew in confidence 

when addressing the group. 

 This cohort of children responded well to the groupwork discussions around Athenian 

democracy. They approached it with maturity and enthusiasm.  

 

 

Changes to practice 

 The teacher thought more carefully about who was grouped with whom in the classroom 

 Used partner talk time as an opportunity to circulate around the whole classroom instead of 

focusing on one or two pairs/groups of children.  

 Asked the children to tell the class what their partner had spoken about to ensure that they 

were listening thoroughly. 

 Invited children to build on, challenge, or give evidence for specific points that were made 

instead of praising children and moving on.  

 Reduced ‘teacher talk’ and increased pace of lessons by using visual cues and signals 

(decided with the children) to move dialogue on. 

 

Lessons learnt 
 The teacher enjoyed the visit to School 21 and trialled their grouping methods in the 

classroom. Trying new groupings worked well because the children responded with 

enthusiasm and maturity. 

 Pupils enjoyed having the ownership of creating their own symbols for talk.  

 Challenges: During intensive SATS revision and subsequent end of year preparations, the 

teacher was unable to plan any more than three group sessions. In order to counteract time 

constraints, the teacher chose history because it is her subject specialism and it was 

supported with a learning booklet.  



 

The future 
 With the next cohort of children, before training them to become confident at reasoning, 

the focus will need to be on behaviour management. 

 The teacher will use the T-SEDA model of creating talk rules with the children. 

 The teacher will continue using T-SEDA strategies to enhance confidence in the classroom 

but may switch the focus to constructing and orally rehearsing complex sentences in English. 

  



 

 

Case study 3 
 

Motivation for the inquiry, focus and inquiry questions  
This project was led by a Year 1 class teacher. During completion of the Self Audit, the teacher noted 

that children rarely built on each others’ ideas or challenged each other in whole class situations. In 

class, it was apparent that whole class dialogue was not always inclusive, with some children opting 

out of putting their hands up. The dialogue seemed to be focussed on sharing ideas with adults, even 

if it was the same idea as the previous speaker, rather than listening and responding to each other.  

As this is not unusual for 5-6 year olds in whole class settings, and because the setting was play -

based for the first term, the teacher decided to first focus on how adult interactions could support 

children listening and responding to each other in their play. The original inquiry question was ‘How 

can adult interactions support all children to build on and challenge each other’s ideas’. However, it 

became clear that, due to staffing issues, adults would need to be leading groups rather than 

interacting with children in their play. The inquiry question became ‘How can children learn to listen 

to, build on and challenge each other’s ideas.’ 

   

As the year progressed, this question became particularly useful as children’s ability to work in pairs 

and groups became more important. The teacher linked it to a focus on the schools’ ‘collaboration’ 

learning tool (Building Learning Power). 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Inquiry plan and activities 
At the beginning of the cycle, the teacher introduced hand signals for ‘building on’ and ‘challenging’. 

They also used focussed on using invitations to build on ideas during whole class discussion.  

As a class they agreed talking rules. They were:  

 Listen to your friends by looking at who is talking.  

 Wait until they’ve finished talking before you respond.  

 Build on their ideas or challenge in a kind way.  

Children were still mainly responding to adult questions rather than listening to each other.  They 

were using the hand signals for building on, but were still often making a new point. Whilst hand 

signals initially encouraged more children to have a go at joining in, they didn’t contribute much to 

the inclusivity of the whole class dialogue. The teacher introduced ‘no hands up’ during whole class 

discussions and introduced rules for group work and planned activities where children would have to 

Research question 
How can children learn to listen to, build on and challenge each other’s 

ideas? 



 

take on roles.  The teacher planned to transcribe and code a class and/or group interaction each 

term and complete a self-audit. 

 

Findings and reflections 

 

Learning behaviours 
 

A final analysis of a group discussion during July 2019 highlighted some of the issues with the hand 

signals. Out of 80 interactions in the 10 minute group discussion, 15 were coded as building on and 

only four were coded as challenging; it was clear that the hand signals were often still being used as 

another form of ‘hands up’, with one child becoming stuck on what another child had said 

previously, rather than listen to the last speaker.  Another child used the challenge sign, but was 

really agreeing and trying to make the same point as his friend.  With the hand signals, an adult was 

required as mediator to guide the discussion. 

“I also realised that my own interactions were more to do with clarifying what children were saying 

each other to guide the discussion, and that I used a lot of questions to move the conversation on or 

invite reasoning.  I observed that, whilst the children’s reasoning was good in the discussion, they 

were often responding to my question rather than each other. I feel that childrens’ building on 

responses may have been more frequent, had I interacted with comments and prompts rather than 

questioning.” 

“The discussion included some quite dominant characters who often find it hard to listen to their 

peers.  This was evident in the transcript, with those characters giving most contributions.  This was 

something that I had already noticed during the inquiry, and introducing no hands up during whole 

class discussions is having more of an impact on inclusivity of class discussions, alongside the talking 

rules, than the hand signals. Also, the focus on collaborative group work, giving children specific roles 

and reinforcing the talking rules, has had a positive impact on how children listen to each other 

during this type of learning.” 

 

Lessons learnt 
Videoing and transcribing class and group discussions was thought to be a very useful tool for 

reflection; the teacher was able to analyse interactions more carefully and notice which children 

were beginning to listen to their peers during discussions.   

There were some challenges to conducting the inquiry this year; the teacher had a PGCE student for 

most of Spring Term, and the teacher was also absent from work for most of Spring 2.  This meant 

that the focus on dialogic teaching was not maintained or evaluated during this time.  The teacher 

felt they would have benefitted from videoing and transcribing a class discussion at this time, as they 

would have then re-evaluated the use of hand signals earlier.  

 



 

The future 
“Were I continuing in the same year group, I would continue with the use of agreed talking rules and 

adopt a ‘no hands up’ strategy at an earlier point in the year.  I would not use the hand signals during 

class discussions in Year 1, unless the children are already able to listen and respond to each other.  

As I will be in Reception, I will continue with a different enquiry focus, depending on the needs of the 

children. I will focus on how my interactions with children support listening between peers.  

I plan to record and transcribe a group and class discussion each half term, and analyse how I am 

interacting with children in both situations.” 

 

  



 

 

Case study 4 
 

Motivation for the inquiry, focus and inquiry questions  
This enquiry was conducted by a Year 5 teacher.  

The teacher felt that her current class were very unsettled for various reasons and not focused on 

their learning. This included being unprepared for teacher questioning, unfocused during paired 

discussion and fairly unable to conduct group work effectively (for example, children would either 

disrupt or ‘sit out’). The teacher thought a focus on dialogic practice may help engage and refocus 

the children. The initial self-audit also brought to their attention that the children were not listening 

to each other properly to be able to engage with, and build on, each other’s ideas which is key for 

paired and group discussion. 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Inquiry plan and activities 
The initial focus of the investigation was to lay out the ground rules for talk and then to facilitate the 

building of children’s ideas with each other. The dialogic focus was based around creating the right 

environment for dialogic talk by laying out the ‘ground rules for talk’ and also encouraging children 

to ‘build on’ each other’s ideas. 

 For ‘Inquiry 1’ (see question above) they used a teacher’s and pupil’s self-audit sheet to 

record how effective group discussion was. These were used once at the beginning as a 

baseline and at the end of a term to see if improvement had been made. They wanted to 

ensure that not only they and their TA reflected on the quality of talk, but that the pupils 

also had the chance to, ‘so they could be more metacognitive and have more ownership 

over the process.’ 

 For ‘Inquiry 2’ (see question above) they used a teacher’s tally sheet which recorded 

instances on children ‘building’ on each other’s ideas. They used the T-SEDA speaking 

frames as a guideline for what phrases children might use to ‘build on’ each other’s ideas. 

Later on, they also coded for other types of dialogic speech which are noted on the T-SEDA 

pack because they realised children were using other dialogic strategies too.   

 

Research questions 
- Can the introduction of ground rules for talk lead to children having more 

effective paired/group discussion? 

- Can the teacher’s modelling of ‘inviting children to build on ideas’ lead to 

children building on each other’s ideas independently?  

 



 

Findings and reflections 
 It took far longer than anticipated to lay out the ground rules for talk and it is still very much 

an ongoing challenge in the class.  

Learning behaviours 
 

 “Children are certainly better at turn taking and know they need to listening to each other in 

turn but they still struggle with giving each other their full attention and focus (for example, 

children do not sustain eye contact) and often can’t answer each other’s points or build on 

them as they seem to be unfocused on what the last person has said. It must be said that I 

have a Year 5 class and feel that laying out these behaviours with younger children that are 

‘not set’ in particular ways may have quicker results. Nevertheless, I came to soon realise 

that if I model what children need to do, they find it a helpful prompt and are more 

successful in those discussions.” 

 “With regard to children building on each other’s ideas, I noticed that they often expressed a 
new point rather genuinely building on what the previous person had said. I did some work 
on unpicking what it means to ‘build on’ an idea but I think moving forward, children could 
do with some stand-alone sessions exploring the purpose of different dialogic strategies and 
relating sentence stems.” 

 The teachers’ final transcript highlighted that the children seemed to have some 
understanding of how to ‘build on’ each other’s ideas. “At certain points, they think they are 
building by using the ‘building’ sentence stems but are in fact expressing a new idea, whereas 
at others, they are actually building on a previous idea.” 

 The teacher has noticed the children using a range of dialogic strategies more confidently 

and naturally in some circumstances but this is not consistent – it is a work in progress. 

There are also some children who still find using dialogic strategies very challenging for a 

multitude of reasons and need longer on practising the basic skills needed to be able to have 

a discussion such as how to ‘focus’ and ‘listen’, etc.   

 

Lessons learnt 
 The teacher found all the resources from https://thinkingtogether.educ.cam.ac.uk very 

helpful as a starting point for laying out the ground rules for talk – the exercises helped them 

and the children focus on key skills for successful dialogue.  

 Another challenge was facilitating children’s conceptual understanding of the different 

dialogic strategies and helping them use the sentence stems in the correct way.  

 

Personal learning 

 “In my own practice, I am now more aware of the type of dialogue I need to model in order 

to set an example for the kind of discussion I would like the children to have. I am more 

explicit about labelling this talk with the children and explaining its importance and 

function.” 

The future 
“My evaluation is that depending on the class context, this may need to be the main focus for some 

time with older children (see comments above).” 

  

https://thinkingtogether.educ.cam.ac.uk/


 

“I am going to keep facilitating the use of dialogic strategies for talk but will spend longer on laying 

out ground rules for talk and prepare more sessions on what the dialogic strategies are.” 

 

Case study 5 
 

Motivation for the inquiry, focus and inquiry questions  
This enquiry was led by an Early Years teacher. They had become aware that children needed to 

develop their listening as well as their speaking skills. They wanted them to start to understand the 

value of the ideas and thoughts of their peers as well as embedding the need to listen to the adults 

teaching them.  

They had attended a staff meeting at the start of the year which explained a little about the dialogic 

process and they felt that the promotion of a culture where collaborative thinking was encouraged 

was highly interesting.  

“I wanted to know if the children could improve their listening skills and become more receptive to 

each other’s ideas. I then wanted to find out if they could start to respond to their peers’ ideas and 

begin to understand the value of each other’s thoughts and ideas.” 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Inquiry plan and activities? 
The teacher introduced the children to the idea of ‘respectful listening’ when others speak. As a class 

they began to think about ‘building on’ ideas, developing and extending what others had said as well 

as ‘changing’ the idea (challenging it or going in a different direction). Along with these verbal cues, 

the teacher also developed visual prompts which they used daily with the children. The idea of 

‘building on’ was conveyed by placing one curled fist on to the other (building upon the idea which 

had preceded) and ‘changing’ was suggested by an outward movement of the hands.  

The teacher recorded whole class and small group sessions with the children and transcribed these 

sessions using the T-SEDA coding system.  They found that using an Ipad to record helped capture 

the moment and left the teacher free to talk and interact with the children.  

 

Research question 
How can I ensure there is more and higher quality listening during guided 

activities? 



 

Findings and reflections 

 

Learning behaviours 
“The children became habituated to the use of the visual symbols. I found that the more I used them, 

the more responsive the children were to each other’s ideas. They started to understand that 

‘respectful listening’ was an act which related to their peers as well as the adults in the class.” 

 

“My latest transcript showed that they have a good grasp of how to ask simple questions of their 

peers to find out more about their ideas and thoughts. The questions were asked spontaneously at 

times without my having to prompt the children into talking.  The children also demonstrated a good 

grasp of the ‘rules for talking’ and successfully took turns holding the talking puppet that was passed 

around the circle.” 

“I feel that the children have grown in confidence in asking each other questions and I am now more 

confident that, given the space, they will ask questions of each other more readily.” 

 

Changes to practice 
“I embedded the phrases ‘build on’ and ‘ change the idea’ into my daily teaching.” 

 

Lessons learnt 
“I feel that the use of a simple visual gesture helped the children to understand the concept of 

adapting and adding to their peers’ ideas.  It was a simple and immediate tool that the children 

started to copy and use themselves when talking.” 

“However, many of the children in my class continue to find the act of listening challenging. I think 

the T-SEDA process started to challenge any preconceptions that they need not listen to their peers’ 

ideas during lessons but the children can still find it hard to take on board the ideas of those around 

them.” 

The future 
This teacher is moving schools and year group in September. They plan to assess how to apply their 

understanding and experiences of T-SEDA in their new setting but ‘already know that the ideas of 

‘respectful listening’ , ‘building on’ and ‘changing’ the direction of a discussion are key aspects of the 

communication skill set I will seek to teach my new class. ‘ 

  



 

 

Case study 6 
 

Motivation for the inquiry, focus and inquiry questions  
This enquiry was led by an Early Years teacher. In their initial self-audit they noticed that the children 

in their class did not speak to each other when they were involved in creative tasks. Although they 

were inspired by each other’s work and often copied each other they did not use talk to build on 

each other’s ideas. The teacher therefore focused on the use of talk during creative activities and on 

encouraging children to narrate, explain and discuss what they were doing with their peers.   

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Inquiry plan and activities? 
 The teacher used the coding framework to analyse transcripts of class interactions  

 They initially used an observation template for live coding but found this unwieldy so started 

using a simpler approach – transcribing interactions from video and coding the transcribed 

text.  

 They used their school camera to make videos and a laptop to watch and transcribe the 

videos. 

 

Findings and reflections 

 

Learning behaviours 

 Children ‘definitely’ began to speak more about what they were doing over the course of the 

research.  

 The teacher’s own contributions are fewer and simpler. The children are speaking to each 

other much more directly rather than always addressing the teacher as they did at the 

beginning of the year.  

 The teacher’s final transcripts show that children at the end of the research were much 

more likely to express their ideas using speech and were listening to each other and 

contributing ideas that were relevant to and sometimes building on those of their peers.  

 

Changes to practice 
“I became more strategic about my verbal contributions – trying to speak less and tune in more 

closely to what children’s intentions were for a given activity before I spoke.” 

Research question 
How can adults encourage children to talk about what they are doing in order to 

support them to build on each other’s ideas when they are engaged in creative play? 

 



 

“I modelled gently giving a narrative to what I was doing when I came alongside children in creative 

play.” 

“When I noticed children copying or being inspired by each other I encouraged them to verbalise 

what they were doing – explaining it to their peers.” 

Lessons learnt 
 The teacher found staff cover a challenge; their early years educator was off sick for much of 

the year which made their workload heavier but also made it hard for them to involve the 

support staff working with the children in their class to the project. 

 

The future 
 Continue supporting children to build on each other’s ideas.  

 Continue with the same focus but as children get better at expressing their ideas during 

creative play focus more on supporting them listening to each other and responding to what 

their peers are saying.  

 Expand the subject focus to include role play and block play as well as creative activities such 

as painting and drawing. 

  



 

 

4. Evaluating the Research Project 
 

 

Impact on professional practice: 
Teachers completed a baseline and end-point audit around their professional practice as it relates to 

dialogical behaviour and interactions with pupils  

Firstly, they were asked to score themselves on a scale of 1-3 (where 1 is rarely, 2 is sometimes and 

3 is always) in relation to 12 statements about their dialogical interactions. At baseline, teachers 

scored themselves an average of 2.4. At the end-point this had risen to 2.9.  

They were also asked to score the class as a whole for its dialogical interaction (using the same scale 

as above). At baseline, teachers scored the class an average of 2.3. At the end-point this had risen to 

2.7. 

When we look at the statements individually we find that at baseline teachers were least likely to 

say that they or their class frequently did the following (the resultant change over time in response 

is also shown in table 1 below).  

Table 1: Change over time of weakest practices 

 Number stating that they 
‘always’ do this at baseline  

Number stating that they 
‘always’ do this at endpoint 

I take risks and experiment by 
trying out new dialogic 
teaching approaches 

1 of 5 4 of 6 

I use classroom resources 
including technology, in 
dialogic ways to help children 
in their learning 

1 of 5 4 of 6 

We explain our reasoning 
clearly 

1 of 5 3 of 6 

We have the willingness to 
sometimes change their mind 

1 of 5 5 of 6 

continue a dialogue over time 
from lesson to lesson 

1 of 5 3 of 6 

 

When asked to elaborate on which area of impact has been the strongest, teachers made comments 

which included: 

“The research has led to me being better at supporting children to express their own ideas, views and 

feelings using speech. As individual self-expression has improved in the class children have begun to 

listen to each other and enter into dialogues that are meaningful.” 

 



 

“I invite children to build on and elaborate on other's ideas. I build time into my teaching sessions to 

ensure this and use visual hand signals to remind children that they are invited to 'build on' or 

'change' (challenge) their peers' ideas.” 

 

“I am more aware of how children are or are not listening to each other during class discussions and 

whether class discussions are really including everyone. Most children now feel secure enough to 

have a go at contributing an idea.   It has made most difference in terms of group work and how 

children collaborate and this is evident in the independence of the children and the length of time 

they can now stay on task in a group, without adult intervention….The children feel a lot more secure 

in class discussions and most are now volunteering to speak.  I feel that the element of trust is 

stronger between them, and they respond well to being listened to by their peers.  This is very evident 

during circle times and whole class discussions where they discuss their own experiences.” 

 

“This project has made the most difference in the way I support children to share their learning with 

each other and with myself.  The children have become more confident and they recognise each 

other’s contributions and build upon these.  The children in my class have noted this strength in their 

own practice and when asked to comment on their year, many of them spoke about learning from 

each other, sharing ideas and building on each other's opinions.  The T-SEDA project provided the 

structure and dialogue to implement and support child led talk and feedback while giving the 

teachers the diagnostic tools to health-check discussions, introduce active listening and create a 

dialogic classroom, increasing oracy and the children's ability to confidently articulate their own 

learning and challenge their peers, using discussion to find a unifying answer after a balanced 

argument.  … As a result, the children's end of term assessments, especially in writing where dialogic 

practise was also used for pre-writing, showed significant progress. 

 

What worked well? 
Teachers were asked to rate different aspects of the support on a five point scale of ‘Not at all 

useful’ to ‘Extremely useful’. Chart 1 below demonstrates that they found the “Dylan Willam 

basketball vs pingpong, social construction”. “Metacognitive talk” and the “Coding transcripts using 

the TSEDA tool” most useful.  



 

Chart 1: Course rating by element1 

 

 

Teachers were asked to state the extent to which they agreed with a set of statements about i) the 

value and quality of course outcomes and ii) the value and quality of course delivery.  

Chart 2 below shows that 100% of respondents either ‘agreed’ or ‘strongly agreed’ with all of the 

statements reflecting the perceived quality of course outcomes amongst participants.  

Chart 2: Number who agree or strongly agree with this statement about course outcomes(of 
6) 

 

 

Comments about the course included: 
“I have found it very inspiring to be involved with a research project. It has given me a valuable 'birds 

eye view' on my classroom practice. Through recording and transcribing videos of interactions in the 

                                                           
1 Six responses were received in relation to each element of the course. Where a response is missing the 
respondent had selected ‘did not attend’. However, looking at attendance data we feel they must be mistaken 
as they did indeed attend, and their response has thus been removed.  
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The content was useful and relevant

I know how to use what I learned on this
programme to improve my own practice

Applying what I have learned on this programme
should improve pupil outcomes

The programme has or will help improve practice in
my school

The benefits of attending this programme outweigh
any short term impact on workload



 

classroom I have noticed so many nuanced details in the way that children in my class interact (both 

non verbally and verbally). This has really helped me to better understand the link between learning 

and their speech in my classroom. Coming together as a group to look at research has helped to 

make sense of what I was seeing and experiencing in my classroom.” 

“The research project has been successful as it has made me reflect on an aspect of my practice 

which has changed elements of my pedagogy.  The nature of the kind of study is one which needs 

time to roll out slowly and outcomes may take longer to become apparent so it would be good to 

possibly conduct a similar study with a wider time frame for results.” 

“I found the forensic examination of their interactions fascinating but wish that the coding process 

was quicker. I could not make the coding app work which I think may have speeded things up.” 

 “I really appreciated the time to reflect on dialogic teaching in my class and it has had an impact on 

how I teach, particularly planning and facilitating learning in a group. I found it a little confusing to 

know what was required at different points during the year in terms of evidence and reports.  This 

may have been because I had some absence in Spring.  An overview of dates and what was needed at 

different points in the year would have been useful.” 

“I found it a useful way of assessing talk in the classroom, however the pressures of being in a Year 6 

classroom did not allow for me to explore the readings/exercises in as much detail.” 

“This project has increased my awareness of the huge impact talk and discussion can have upon 

children's progress, confidence and resilience to learning within the classroom.  With regards to my 

own practice and area of interest, I was looking for an alternative to distance, written marking when 

feeding back to children.  The dialogic approach gave me the vehicle to deliver immediate feedback 

where the children could engage with it straight away and feedback to each other at the same time.  

The project introduced new concepts over the year, with supportive readings and explored the 

pedagogy behind a dialogic classroom as well as the 'real world' applications.  The resources were 

thorough and provided structure as well as a diagnostic tool to interrogate our inquiries against for 

impact.  The strength of the inquiry was being able to share good practice and collaborate with like- 

minded practitioners.” 

 

 


