
 
 

 
 
Essential Practice: Facilitate Instructional Dialogue 
 
Why is this practice essential for instruction that meets the needs of student who have 
been marginalized? 
 
“Culturally responsive information processing techniques grow out of of the learning traditions of 
oral cultures where knowledge is taught and processed through story, song, movement, repetitious 
chants, rituals, and dialogic talk. They are all forms of elaboration and rely heavily on the brain’s 
memory system. In response, children’s brains create neural pathways in the working memory that 
are primed for processing information orally and actively. Today, these methods are deeply 
ingrained in the way that learning happens at home for many students of color from 
community-oriented cultures.” (Hammond, 2015 p.127) 
 
Research shows that instructional dialogue has many benefits for students: increases student 
learning, motivates students, provides a window into student thinking and their edge of learning, 
moves authority from teacher to students.  The practice is especially critical for English learners 1

who must have many opportunities to use oral language throughout the day in order to acquire 
language and develop content knowledge. 
 
Elements of Effective Practice 
 

Element 

1 Educator poses one or more cognitively demanding, open-ended questions, tasks, prompts or problems 
that are purposefully developed to move learning forward. Questions, tasks, prompt, or problems require 
students to develop arguments, explain their reasoning, construct alternatives, predict, hypothesize or 
brainstorm relative to content. The discussion of the questions, tasks, prompts or problems builds 
students’ depth of knowledge relative to the content. 

2 Educator provides appropriate time for students to process the question or statement (mentally or in 
writing) prior to responding. Educator provides time cues for students (“Let’s take 30 seconds to organize 
our thoughts before we start talking.”) 

3 Educator uses a protocol to ensure that every student has an opportunity to respond in a meaningful way. 

4 Educator affirms students’ efforts and willingness to take risks to share ideas. 

5 Educator uses a protocol or prompts to facilitate peer-to-peer dialogue. When this occurs students may 
be observed: 
- Actively listening to each other 
- Asking peers to clarify ideas or give an example 
- Agreeing or disagreeing with ideas presented by a peer and using their own evidence to explain their 
agreement or disagreement 

1  NCTM Research Brief: What Does Research Say the Benefits of Discussion in Mathematics 
Class Are? 2013 

http://commoncoresuccess.eleducation.org/sites/default/files/curriculum/grades/ela-3/eledappendixprotocolsandresources0616.pdf


 
 

6 Educator prompts students to elaborate and clarify, support 
ideas with examples, build on/and challenge a partner’s idea, paraphrase, or synthesize conversation 
points.  2

 
Some Examples of Prompts: 

● “Why...?” (Why do you think that? Why do you say that? Why is that important? etc.) 
● “Can you explain your thinking?” 
● “Tell us more about what makes you think that.” 
● “Ana, can you extend Tina’s response? What evidence might have led her to that say 

that? 
● “Does anyone have questions for Jose about his response?” 

 
 

 
Considerations for Supporting Equity:  

● Carefully monitor who speaks during discussion. Ensure that a small number of students 
do not dominate the conversation. 

● Teach active listening.  
● Develop discussion norms with students. Keep in mind that communication norms are 

heavily influenced by cultural contexts. Expectations for eye contact, volume, register 
(formal/informal) and other elements of communication are not universal. Your class 
should come to agreement on their norms for communication. 

 
Connections to Frameworks for Effective Practice: 
This practice contributes to proficient practice on the following elements of the MA Standards and 
Indicators of Effective Teaching Practice: 
I-A-4 Well Structured Lessons; II-A-2 Student Engagement; II-A-3 Meeting Diverse Needs; II-B-2 
Collaborative Learning Environment; and II-B-3 Student Motivation 
 
This practice is most directly aligned to the Instructional Dialogue Dimension of the Instructional 
Support Domain of the CLASS Observation Tool.  
 

CLASS Domain: Instructional Support                                     CLASS Dimension: Instructional Dialogue 

CLASS Indicators CLASS Behavioral Markers 

Cumulative, content-driven 
exchanges 

Connection to content, Depth of exchanges, Exchanges that build on one 
another 

Distributed Talk  Student-initiated dialogues, Balance of teacher and student talk, Majority of 
students, Peer dialogues 

Facilitation Strategies Open-ended questions and statements, Students respond, 
acknowledgement/repetition/extension, Pause as needed to allow thinking 
and full expression, Active listening 

 

2  Crawford and Zweirs. Academic Conversations. 2011 

http://usny.nysed.gov/rttt/teachers-leaders/practicerubrics/Docs/TeachstoneCLASSRubricK12.pdf


 
 

 
Resources for Professional Learning 
 
 

https://docs.google.com/a/bostonpublicschools.org/document/d/1C4loXeUZYXbGjDe6nc63EDbaePouwjOWIfeiHJKIKOI/edit?usp=sharing

