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Preface	
 

“I am always disappointed when a book lacks a preface: it is like arriving at someone’s 

house for dinner, and being conducted straight into the dining room” (Dummett, 1981, p. ix) 

  

This dissertation grew out of a number of studies in early childhood classrooms in 

the Netherlands that I have carried out over the past five years in order to show I am 

worthy of the title PhD. The research presented in this dissertation was made 

possible by a certain amount of interest in the topic, some luck with people who 

were crazy enough to devote (their) money and time, and numerous others who 

guided me along the road (see Acknowledgements for details).  

 The empirical work described in this dissertation is based on approximately 

125 hours of video recordings of classroom talk in whole-group and small-group 

settings, 90 hours of recorded conversations and interviews with teachers (apart 

from the many informal conversations), 400 hours of short recorded conversations 

with 600 children (aged 4-6 years), the responses of almost 200 teachers from all 

over the country to our questionnaire, and endless dialogues with many 

knowledgeable others as well as myself.  

 It is just now that I realize the importance of the topic that I have been 

thinking about over the past years in the context of this dissertation. In today’s 

polarized society with strong differences, disagreements, and tensions between 

groups and individuals, dialogic classroom talk might be the key to good education 

and a livable world as it supports children’s dialogical capacities (cf. Hermans & 

Hermans-Konopka, 2010; van der Veen, Dobber, & van Oers, in press). These 

dialogical capacities enable children to cross the boundaries of their own 

understanding, understand the other, and revise their own understandings in light 

of new evidence. Children need these capacities to deal with otherness, with 

differences, with tensions, and to overcome the problems that today’s society faces. 
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Therefore, in this dissertation, I argue that these capacities should already begin to 

be promoted in early childhood education.  

 Researching classroom dialogue made me aware of its great importance. Not 

for education alone, but for life in general. Although heated debates are still great 

fun, they tend to only have one winner. In a productive dialogue, on the other hand, 

every participant wins and progresses in thinking and understanding. Therefore, it is 

my hope that this dissertation will be a tool for thought and ongoing (academic) 

dialogue.  

 Finally, Winston Churchill once said in 1942 (although in an entirely 

different context of giving a talk after a small victory of the British army over the 

Germans): “Now this is not the end. It is not even the beginning of the end. But it is, 

perhaps, the end of the beginning.” Completing this dissertation gives me the same 

feeling. It is definitely not the end. Much more work needs to be done (see the list of 

papers in progress). But hey, this dissertation still marks the end of the beginning of 

my academic career.  

 

Amsterdam, September 2017  
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1.1	Introduction	
 

 “(Well-structured) talk builds the mind” (Resnick, Michaels, & O’Connor, 2010, p. 163) 

 

Imagine: you wake up one day in a world without language. There are no possibilities 

for linguistic or verbal communication, no words to name the living creatures you 

encounter. What would you do? An interesting thought experiment. Needless to say 

today’s society would not be possible without language. How would we communicate 

when building skyscrapers? How would we solve complex problems that ask for 

interdisciplinary collaboration? And how would we program computers to master a 

range of complex tasks? Without language, none of these human activities would be 

possible. To quote Wittgenstein (1953), “to imagine a language means to imagine a 

form of life” (“eine Sprache vorstellen heißt, sich eine Lebensform vorstellen”, p. 21). 

 Language is the foundation of human society and culture. It enables people 

to cooperate, relate, think, create, and communicate. To understand the origin of 

language(s) – or to be more specific, the way in which men use language to 

communicate – we need to understand both the evolutionary and cultural-historical 

processes that are foundational to the formation of language. From an evolutionary 

perspective, language originates in the biological adaptations of the highly unique way 

in which humans cooperate and interact (Tomasello, 2008). Ontogenetically, 

linguistic communication is rooted in the cooperative nature of human activity (see 

for example, Grice, 1975; Levinson, 2006; Tomasello, 2008). Next to these evolutionary 

processes, language is shaped through history and passed along to successive 

generations (Vygotsky, 1978; 1987). Both the evolutionary and cultural-historical 

processes are equally important in our understanding of how people as well as 

communities and societies use language to communicate and think together.  

 Yet, what does it mean to learn a language? According to Vygotsky (1987), an 

important aspect of human development in general and language learning in 

particular, is the appropriation of cultural tools (Vygotsky meant both physical tools, 
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such as a hammer, and mental tools, such as language and signs). These tools – in this 

case language - are shaped through history and acquired by participating in cultural 

practices in collaboration with others (see also van Oers, 2012a). An important aspect 

of how children learn a language is that they are born into a world of language-users, 

and start using it to take part in this world (cf. Mercer, 2000). Consequently, they 

learn “much else that they need to know, through engaging in conversations with 

adults” (Mercer, 2000, p. 11) as well as with peers and more knowledgeable others. The 

famous Australian linguist Michael Halliday even argues that learning a language is 

the foundation of learning itself (Halliday, 1993). In other words, children 

simultaneously learn to talk (i.e., learn a language) through participation in cultural 

practices in which they engage in dialogues with other users of language in their 

environment and community, and they talk to learn about the world. According to 

Painter (1999), as soon as children enter school their learning will be dominated by 

language. Not only do they learn to use language in new ways, but for everything 

children will be learning they need language to access it (e.g., domain specific 

knowledge, music, mathematics, etc.) (Painter, 1999).  

 This view of language as the foundation of human society, local cultures, as 

well as school-based learning makes it a foundational site for both fundamental and 

applied research. Through the study of language and human communication, we are 

able to, for example, understand how people use a language to collaborate or think 

together. This is not an easy endeavor. To quote Jerome Bruner (1983), the “uses of 

language are so varied, so rich, and each use so preemptive a way of life, that to study 

it is to study the world and, indeed, all possible worlds” (p. 176). The way in which 

people use language is dynamic, unique in its situatedness, and continuously subject 

to change. This is especially true when one studies how people use language in the 

context of social interaction or talk.  

 This dissertation focuses on the complexity, centrality, and development of 

language in the context of classroom talk and dialogue in early childhood education. 

More specifically, we will study how classroom talk can become a context in which 
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children can be supported to learn language, and learn about the world. Thus we 

explore how classroom talk can be promoted as a site for powerful learning – learning 

language and “languaging” to learn.  

 

  

1.2	Research	on	classroom	talk	

 

For over four decades, the study of classroom talk and dialogue has been an 

established research area in the educational sciences, linguistics, and beyond (for an 

overview, see Howe & Abedin, 2013; Mercer & Dawes, 2014; Resnick, Asterhan, & 

Clarke, 2015; Walshaw & Anthony, 2008; Webb, 2009). Leading classroom discourse 

scholar Cazden (2001) referred to classroom dialogue as “the language of learning,” a 

productive context in which school learning can take place. As such, research on 

classroom dialogue focuses on identifying and promoting teacher-child or child-child 

interactions in school settings that might be most beneficial for children’s learning 

and development. Nystrand and Gamoran (1991) showed in the early 1990s that 

classroom dialogue characterized by open questions and discussions (i.e., dialogic 

classroom talk) is strongly related to children’s learning. Surprisingly, in spite of this 

research and other studies in the decades that followed, the majority of today’s 

classroom talk is still dominated by what many call “recitation” (often in the form of 

Initiation-Response-Evaluation sequences) in which teachers ask closed questions 

and talk most of the time, giving little space for children’s evidence, reasoning, 

argument, and collaborative knowledge building. Furthermore, Howe and Abedin 

(2013) concluded in their review on classroom dialogue that over the past decades we 

have come to know much more about “how classroom dialogue is organized than 

about whether certain modes of organization are more beneficial than others” (p. 325). 

There appears to be a lack of insight into the specific contribution of certain modes of 

classroom dialogue to children’s learning. Therefore, in this dissertation we aim to 

provide additional empirical evidence on the relation between specific kinds of 
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classroom dialogue and children’s learning and development. Learning and 

development should be interpreted in a broad sense, including: subject matter 

learning, language learning, identity formation, and learning to reason and think 

together. However, the research presented in this dissertation will mainly focus on 

the relation between classroom dialogue and the development of young children’s oral 

communicative competence.  

Yet, what do we mean by oral communicative competence; and why focus on 

this concept? Oral communicative competence is regarded as the combination of 

knowledge, skills, and attitudes that “enables a speaker to communicate effectively 

and appropriately in social contexts” (Schiefelbusch & Pickar, 1984, p. ix). This 

concept, rooted in the work of linguistic anthropologist, Dell Hymes (1972), 

emphasizes the pragmatic aspects of language use. As such, this concept moves 

beyond a systemic and formal focus on language (i.e., grammar, syntactic structures, 

pronunciation). From a socio-cultural perspective, oral communicative competence 

is considered an important mediator of self-regulation, learning, and thinking (van 

Oers, Wardekker, Elbers, & van der Veer, 2008; Whitebread, Mercer, Howe, & Tolmie, 

2013). As explained previously, Vygotsky (1987) even argued that language mediates 

thinking, and that thinking can be considered as the interiorization of language first 

used to engage in communication with others. Furthermore, previous research has 

shown that children’s oral communicative abilities are related to peer acceptance 

(e.g., Fujiki, Brinton, Hart, & Fitzgerald, 1999; Gertner, Rice, & Hadley, 1994; van der 

Wilt, van Kruistum, van der Veen, & van Oers, 2016), which, in turn, predicts later 

academic success and sociability (e.g., Braza, et al., 2009; Nærland, 2011). Because of 

the importance of oral communicative competence, we believe that more research is 

needed on how to support the development of children’s oral communication skills.  

In order for children to communicate successfully, it is not enough to focus 

on the formal aspects of language use (grammar, syntactic structures, pronunciation; 

see Celce-Murcia, 2008), but also to include a more communicative focus which 

entails practicing the different aspects of social interaction in meaningful activities 
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such as classroom talk (Roth & Spekman, 1984). The studies in this dissertation aim 

to explore whether inducting children into dialogic classroom talk supports the 

development of their oral communication skills.  

In this dissertation, we use the notion of dialogic classroom talk to emphasize 

the idea of classroom dialogue as a mutual process based on exchanges among 

students and teachers that go beyond the monologic approach encountered in the 

majority of classrooms. We view classroom talk as a socially productive process in 

which dialogue is linguistically and interactionally configured to support some kind 

of inquiry learning, shared thinking and communicating, and collective problem 

solving (see O’Connor and Michaels, 2007; van der Veen, van Kruistum, & Michaels, 

2015; and many others such as Wells, 1999; Dobber & van Oers, 2015). This social 

productive process should always be seen as “an interactional achievement, guided by 

the teacher, linking academic content and students with one another” (van der Veen, 

van der Wilt, van Kruistum, van Oers, & Michaels, 2017, p. 691).  

 

 

1.3	This	dissertation	

 

This dissertation aims to contribute to the research field of classroom talk and 

dialogue in several ways. First, we aim to contribute to the field conceptually by 

sketching the most important characteristics of dialogic classroom talk and making a 

case for the importance of dialogic classroom talk for the development of children’s 

dialogical capacities. Second, this dissertation makes important methodological 

contributions as it reports on one of the few studies in the field of classroom dialogue 

that uses a quasi-experimental design to verify whether dialogic classroom talk is 

more beneficial than a traditional, monologic organization of classroom talk. Third, 

the majority of research on classroom talk focuses on primary and secondary 

education students, talk in small-group settings, and the relation between classroom 

dialogue and content learning. Much remains unknown about the benefits of dialogic 
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classroom talk in early childhood classrooms, for whole-group settings, and for the 

development of children’s oral communicative competence. This dissertation extends 

and builds on the current findings in the field and aims to advance the field by 

presenting additional empirical evidence on the effects of dialogic classroom talk in 

whole-group settings on young children’s oral communication skills. Finally, this 

dissertation contributes to educational practice, as it describes and evaluates an easy-

to-use intervention – MODEL2TALK – that teachers can implement in their 

classrooms to improve the quality of classroom talk, and, consequently, children’s oral 

communicative competence.  

 

Methodology	

In the different chapters of this dissertation, we deliberately started out from a broad 

methodological perspective on studying classroom dialogue and its effects on, or 

relation to, learning and developmental outcomes. We argue that this broad 

methodological perspective is essential, given the complexity of studying classroom 

dialogue (see Section 1.1), and in order to promote the growth of understanding in this 

research area. In the first part of this dissertation, we aimed to make a conceptual 

contribution to the field of research on classroom dialogue. We did so by developing 

a conceptual framework of dialogic (or productive) classroom talk that could be used 

as heuristic to theorize and study the relation between classroom dialogue and 

children’s learning and development (chapters 2 and 3). In the second part of this 

dissertation, we used multiple designs and methods (i.e., quantitative 

(interventionist) designs, design-based research, classroom observations, interviews, 

etc.) to gain insight into the complex nature and educational outcomes of classroom 

dialogue (chapters 4, 5, and 6).  

 

Context	

The studies reported in this dissertation were all carried out in early childhood 

classrooms (also referred to as kindergarten) throughout the Netherlands. 
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Participating children were between four and six years old. In 1985, the Primary 

Education Act came into effect in the Netherlands. As a consequence, separate 

kindergartens were abolished and integrated into primary schools. Furthermore, the 

Primary Education Act lowered the starting age for compulsory education from six to 

five years. However, the vast majority of children in the Netherlands enter primary 

school shortly after their fourth birthday.  

 When we use the term early childhood education (or classrooms) throughout 

this dissertation, we refer to the first two grades of primary schools (in Dutch: 

kleuterklas). In primary schools in the Netherlands, it is common practice to combine 

grades one and two. 

 Research has shown that young children’s experiences in early childhood 

education are positively related to future academic, social, and language learning (for 

example, Burchinal, Peisner-Feinberg, Pianta, & Howes, 2002; Stuhlman & Pianta, 

2009). It has even been argued that high quality early childhood programs could have 

lasting impacts on children with a low socioeconomic status (Lamy, 2012). Investing 

in high quality early childhood education has shown to be a (cost) effective policy 

strategy in preventing the achievement gap (Campbell & Ramey, 1995). Stuhlman and 

Pianta (2009) argue that important indicators for determining quality in early 

childhood classrooms are social climate (e.g., sensitive and responsive teacher-child 

interactions), and instructional support (e.g., feedback). However, observations in 

numerous early childhood classrooms have shown that there are significant 

differences in the quality of early childhood education between teachers (see for 

example, Bryant, Clifford, & Peisner, 1991; Stuhlman & Pianta, 2009). As a 

consequence, not all children have equal access to high quality educational 

experiences. Furthermore, children from low-income families are least likely to enter 

good quality early childhood education (Stuhlman & Pianta, 2009). Therefore, it is of 

great importance to keep improving the quality of all early childhood education 

through the professional development of teachers. The studies presented in this 

dissertation aim to contribute to good quality early childhood education through an 
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intervention that supports teachers to improve the quality of classroom talk and 

interaction. We hypothesize that this intervention might translate into young 

children’s improved language abilities.  

 

Outline	

This dissertation consists of seven chapters divided into two parts (see Table 1). The 

aim of the chapters in part I is a conceptual exploration of dialogic or productive 

classroom talk. In this part, we will try to answer the following research questions:  

1) What is dialogic (or productive) classroom talk and what are its 

characteristics? 

2) What is the importance of dialogic classroom talk in terms of developing 

children’s dialogical capacities? 

 

Table 1 

Outline of this dissertation 

General introduction Chapter 1 

Part I – Conceptual explorations  

What is dialogic classroom talk? Chapter 2 

Dialogic classroom talk and the dialogical self Chapter 3 

Part II – Empirical explorations  

MODEL2TALK: An intervention to promote dialogic classroom talk Chapter 4 

Promoting dialogic classroom talk Chapter 5 

The effect of dialogic classroom talk Chapter 6 

General conclusion and discussion Chapter 7  

 

The second part builds on this conceptual exploration and presents empirical studies 

on (dialogic) classroom talk in early childhood education. In this part, we aim to 

answer the following research questions:  

1) How can dialogic classroom talk be promoted in early childhood classroom? 

And what does it contribute to children’s oral communicative competence? 
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2) What are the effects of dialogic classroom talk on young children’s oral 

communicative competence and subject matter knowledge?  

 

 In chapter 2, a conceptualization of dialogic classroom talk is described. It is 

argued that in order for classroom dialogue to be productive it should aim to promote 

children’s “meaningful learning and cultural development in an emancipatory way” 

(van Oers, 2012b, p. 59). In this chapter, three interrelated parameters are described 

to distinguish dialogic or productive classroom talk from monologic classroom talk 

(see also, O’Connor & Michaels, 2007): (1) dialogic classroom talk has a topic (or 

object) that gives direction, purpose and duration to the dialogue; (2) in dialogic 

classroom talk children are given space to create an intersubjective orientation and; 

(3) for dialogic classroom talk to be productive and accountable to knowledge, it 

needs to contain elements of a polylogue with knowledgeable cultural-historical 

others outside the physical space of the classroom. These parameters are to be seen 

as heuristics that can be used to think about modes of organizing classroom dialogue 

that might be beneficial for children’s meaningful learning and cultural development.  

 In chapter 3, a cultural-historical (or socio-cultural) conceptualization of 

dialogic classroom talk is connected with Dialogical Self Theory (DST). In our 

globalizing world, classrooms have become heterogeneous places where different 

cultures, worldviews, religions, perspectives meet. This requires a self that is able to 

deal with differences, tensions, and uncertainties. We argue that these dialogical 

capacities and a dialogical self can be developed by inducting children into dialogic 

classroom talk in which different perspectives are negotiated and in which the voices 

of others interact with and become part of a multivoiced or dialogical self.  

 Chapter 4 focuses on the MODEL2TALK intervention. This intervention 

aims to promote dialogic classroom talk in early childhood education with 4-6 year-

old children. MODEL2TALK is a research-based program, drawing on extensive 

research on classroom talk and dialogue (see also chapters 2, 5, and 6). It consists of a 

Professional Development Program (PDP) through which teachers are supported to 



GENERAL INTRODUCTION 
 

  11 

implement dialogic talk in their classroom and a set of talk tools that support teachers 

to orchestrate dialogic classroom talk.  

 In chapter 5, dialogic classroom talk (i.e., the MODEL2TAK intervention) 

was promoted in four early childhood classrooms with 92 children using a design-

based approach. The cyclic character of design-based research made it possible to 

simultaneously develop and evaluate the intervention in classroom practice. Using 

pre- and post-tests and pre- and post-observations of classroom talk the aim was to 

simultaneously promote dialogic classroom talk and evaluate to what extent the 

intervention on dialogic classroom talk contributed to the development of children’s 

oral communicative competence.  

 In chapter 6, we examined whether a certain mode of classroom dialogue in 

which children are given space to talk and think together – referred to as productive 

classroom talk (or the MODEL2TALK intervention) – is more beneficial for the 

development of young children’s oral communicative competence compared to 

classroom talk that is predominantly teacher steered and based on recitation (as in 

largely monologic or traditional classroom talk). This study is one of the few studies 

in the research field of classroom dialogue that uses a quasi-experimental design to 

verify whether a specific mode of organization of classroom dialogue is more 

beneficial that another mode (cf. Howe & Abedin, 2013).  In this study, a total of 21 

teachers and 469 children participated. 12 teachers and 273 children were assigned to 

the intervention condition and participated in a PDP on dialogic classroom talk. Nine 

teachers and 196 children did not participate in this PDP and formed the comparison 

condition. All teachers orchestrated the same six classroom conversations related to 

the theme ‘what animal is that?’. Children’s oral communicative competence (using 

the Nijmegen Test of Pragmatics) and subject matter knowledge (using 12 closed and 

three open questions) were measured.  

 In chapter 7, the conceptual and empirical explorations are integrated and 

critically discussed. Furthermore, possible contributions of this dissertation for both 

theory and educational practice and suggestions for future research are discussed.   
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Abstract	

How do we teach children to talk together? To think in a critical, agentive, creative, 

collaborative, and reflective manner? These are complex questions that are at the 

heart of the articles within this special issue in general and in Eva Marsal’s 

contribution in particular. In our commentary, we will not discuss what 

philosophizing with children is (or should be), but instead we will draw upon the 

notion of productive classroom dialogue, which is an elaboration of Sarah Michaels’ 

and Cathy O’Connor’s work on productive talk, to reflect on both these general 

questions and Marsal’s ideas on philosophizing and dialoguing with children in 

primary school classrooms.  

 

 

2.1	Introduction	

 

In Eva Marsal’s article, a model is presented that teaches children to philosophize by 

acquiring a set of skills in step-by-step exercises. In the classroom examples that 

Marsal provides, however, it remains unclear how teachers support the kinds of 

thinking and philosophizing that her Five Finger Model aims to promote. This is why, 

in response to Eva Marsal’s article, we argue that productive classroom dialogue can 

be seen as a complementary approach that supports teachers in bringing dialogue into 

their classrooms. As its aim is to promote children’s “meaningful learning and cultural 

development in an emancipatory way” (van Oers, 2012a, p. 59), it enables them to do 

more than appropriate or reconstruct conventional cultural meanings. Through 

productive classroom dialogue, children learn how to collaboratively progress in 

communicating, thinking, and understanding. As such, we believe it to be a suitable 

context for philosophizing with children that goes beyond step-by-step exercises. In 

this commentary, we will subsequently elaborate the notion of productive classroom 

dialogue and discuss how it interanimates with Marsal’s Five Finger Model.  
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2.2	Classroom	dialogue:	Talking	to	learn,	learning	to	talk	

 

In the past four decades, research on classroom dialogue has received a considerable 

amount of attention in the educational sciences (see, e.g., Howe & Abedin, 2013; 

Resnick, Asterhan, & Clarke, 2015). Classroom dialogue can both be seen as a tool or 

medium to support children to learn new things (i.e., talking to learn) and as a means 

to learn to talk and communicate (i.e., learning to talk). Learning to talk and to use 

language in socially appropriate and functional ways (van der Veen & Poland, 2012) is 

essential for the development of thinking. Vygotsky (1987) already argued that 

learning to think is based on the appropriation of language. According to Vygotsky, 

language can be seen a sign system that mediates our thinking. In fact, thinking 

follows from the interiorization of language that was first used to communicate on an 

interpersonal level (thinking together). Thus, we might argue that children’s thinking 

and learning are highly dependent on the quality and organization of classroom 

dialogue. A better understanding of productive modes of classroom talk might help 

educators to support children’s shared thinking and communicating.  

 

 

2.3	What	is	productive	classroom	dialogue?	

 

But what then is productive classroom dialogue? In the following we will clarify 

productive classroom dialogue is and why it is important for classroom practice. 

Obviously, not all classroom dialogue is productive, just as not all classroom teaching 

is productive. It depends a great deal on the ability of a teacher to understand “what 

is to be learned and how it is to be taught” (Shulman, 1987, p. 7). This applies to 

teaching in general, as well as to orchestrating productive classroom dialogues in 

particular. In productive classroom dialogue, teachers aim to break away from 

interaction patterns that are predominantly teacher steered and based on recitation. 

Instead, they facilitate classroom dialogues in which children take each other 
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seriously, think together, and cross the boundaries of their own understandings. 

According to Bereiter (1994), for classroom dialogue to be productive - or as Bereiter 

called it, progressive discourse - participants should be willing to understand each 

other, revise their own understandings in light of new evidence, question each other’s 

arguments, and collaboratively progress in thinking. So the adjective productive is not 

a postmodern qualification for effective or efficient classroom dialogue, but rather it 

provides a characterization of dialogue that aims for shared thinking and 

understanding. Although practices of nonproductive classroom dialogues remain 

dominant, several studies have already shown that productively organized classroom 

dialogues are related to student’s learning and motivation (i.e., Kiemer, Gröchner, 

Pehmer, & Seidel, 2015; Nystand & Gamaron, 1991).  

In our conceptualization of productive classroom dialogue, we use three 

interrelated parameters to characterize productive classroom dialogue and 

distinguish it from nonproductive modes of classroom dialogue. These parameters 

should be seen as neither static nor complete, but as a heuristic that can be used by 

educators to think about modes of organizing classroom dialogue that can (or might) 

be beneficial for children’s meaningful learning. A first characteristic of productive 

classroom dialogue is that there is always an object or, following Doblaev (1984; van 

Oers, 2012b), a topic that has the group’s temporary focus of attention and that gives 

direction, purpose, and duration to the dialogue. It is not just dialoguing (or 

philosophizing) for the sake of dialoguing. The topic determines what predicates or 

utterances are accepted and/or negotiated, for the time being, by the participants. Or 

in other words, a strategically selected ‘discussable’ topic determines what can be said 

about this topic within the context of a specific classroom dialogue. Following 

Vygotsky (1987) and Doblaev (1984), we argue that the process of producing new 

predicates and linking them to a topic that is collaboratively developed supports the 

group’s progress in shared thinking.  

Second, for classroom dialogues to be productive, the notion of space is 

important - more specifically, creating spaces of creative reflection (Wegerif, 2008) in 
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which participants reflect on meanings or predicates that are collaboratively linked to 

the topic that has the group’s focus of attention. These spaces of creative reflection 

can point out different meaning positions and can create an intersubjective 

orientation in which a person is stimulated to cross the boundaries of his own 

thinking. Following the German philosopher Hans-Georg Gadamer, we argue that 

these spaces of creative reflection can enhance a person’s understanding about the 

topic. According to Gadamer (2004), understanding is a complex process in which 

one’s own situated prejudgments and cultural-historical background about the topic 

are negotiated in a dialogue that is linguistically mediated. In this process, one seeks 

not only to reflect upon one’s own prejudgments, but also to “understand the meaning 

of another” (Gadamer, 2004, p. 271). In this respect, teachers have an important role 

that can best be conceptualized as animator (Goffman, 1981). As animator, teachers 

orchestrate classroom dialogues by temporarily positioning the children’s predicates 

in relation to the topic that is developed. By using productive talk moves (Michaels & 

O’Connor, 2012), teachers can intentionally create these creative spaces of reflection. 

In productive classroom dialogue, these talk moves can be used to create spaces (a) to 

reflect on initial predicates and to clarify or expand these predicates (Can you say more 

about it? Why do you think that? So, you are saying…?), (b) for deep listening and 

taking other’s ideas seriously (Who thinks they understood what X said and can put it 

into their own words?), (c) to build on each other’s thinking (Can you add onto his 

idea?), and (d) in which differences can be negotiated (Do you agree/disagree? Why?).  

 Together, these talk moves are tools that can be used to support the group’s 

progress in shared thinking about the topic they develop. According to Wegerif 

(2008), using language to create these reflective spaces “can open up a space between 

people allowing creativity to occur” (p. 283) as different perspectives or meaning 

positions ask for the creation of new words for understanding (see also Bakhtin, 1981). 

Furthermore, our studies show that creating spaces, also in the most literal sense of 

giving children more time or space to talk, improves not only children’s shared 
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thinking, but also their oral communicative competence (van der Veen, van Oers, & 

Michaels, 2014).  

Finally, productive classroom dialogue contains both elements of a dialogue 

between persons that are physically present in the classroom and a polylogue with 

knowledgeable cultural-historical others outside the physical space of the classroom. 

In classrooms, “polylogue is essential for evaluating local dialogical agreements in a 

wider cultural perspective” (Dobber & van Oers, 2015, p. 230). However, many 

conceptions of classroom talk are dialogic in nature, but fail to move beyond the mere 

construction or reconstruction of ideas or knowledge and often tend to neglect the 

cultural and historical dimensions of these ideas. From a cultural-historical 

perspective, we argue that classroom dialogue necessarily contains elements of a 

polylogue in which relevant cultural-historical voices become part of the dialogue. In 

education, these voices are most often introduced through information books, 

artifacts, or persons. For example, when a group of 4- to 6-year-old children in one of 

our studies was engaged in a classroom dialogue on the topic ‘electricity’, one of the 

children argued that he had seen blue electricity on television. At some moment 

within the space and time of this dialogue, a commitment to polylogue should create 

an opportunity to engage with the group’s construction of ideas on electricity that are 

invalid (or incomplete) within a wider cultural-historical context. When we connect 

the idea of a polylogue to Gadamer’s conception of understanding, introducing 

relevant cultural-historical voices into a dialogue can enhance a person’s and a group’s 

understanding as these voices may interact with one’s own situated and cultural-

historical prejudgments about the topic.  

To summarize, for classroom dialogue to be productive we argue that three 

conditions should be met: (a) There is an object or topic that gives direction, purpose, 

and duration to the dialogue and supports children’s shared thinking; (b) teachers 

purposefully create spaces of reflection in which children are stimulated to reflect on 

their own predicates, listen to one another, build on each other, and negotiate 

meanings; and (c) the dialogue contains elements of a polylogue in which possible 
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cultural-historical voices become part of the conversation and interact with the 

dialogical understandings that thus far have been reached or are still in the process of 

negotiation.  

 

 

2.4	Discussion		

 

In this commentary, we argued that productive classroom dialogue is an activity of 

shared thinking and communicating. It aims for participants to clarify and critique 

ideas, take other’s ideas seriously, understand both one’s own as well as the ideas of 

another, and progress in shared thinking. Using our conceptualization of productive 

classroom dialogue, there are several ways in which our ideas may speak to and 

interanimate with Marsal’s contribution to philosophizing with children and the Fiver 

Finger Model. 

Eva Marsal’s Five Finger Model has many similarities with productive 

classroom dialogue: It aims for philosophizing with children as a “nonhierarchical 

dialogue” (Marsal, 2015, p. 304) in which children “evaluate their opinions and 

imaginations in a corporate process of thinking” (p. 304). However, its practical 

application in a schoolbook in which five different methods of philosophizing are 

“understood as reflection operations [emphasis added] which are learned in an 

elementary way and practiced step by step” (p. 305) seems to suggest a more 

fragmented process. According to Leont’ev (1980), operations are actions that are 

automated and uniform, whereas actions are tentative and directed towards an object 

in order to intentionally change this object. Can or should philosophizing with 

children be something operational and automated? Does this not run the risk of 

becoming static and nonreflective? Furthermore, in Marsal’s article, philosophizing 

with children is something that is learned step by step, using a schoolbook with 

several exercises (i.e., phenomenological, hermeneutical, analytical, dialectical, and 

speculative exercises) that are conceptually related, but separated at the level of 
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practical exercises. One might wonder if separating these exercises or, following 

Marsal, reflection operations actually teaches children to philosophize and think 

together. Finally, one might ask what is, in Marsal’s conception of philosophizing with 

children, the role of the teacher in supporting children to philosophize and how does 

(s)he follow up on children’s contributions? It would be helpful to know more about 

how teachers support the kinds of thinking and dialoguing that her Five Finger Model 

aims to promote. In productive classroom dialogue, for example, the teacher uses 

several talk moves within the same dialogue to support children’s thinking, reasoning, 

listening, and understanding. Therefore, we believe it might be worthwhile to 

combine productive classroom dialogue and Marsal’s Five Finger Model. Productive 

classroom dialogue can incorporate the five tools (i.e., phenomenology, hermeneutics, 

etc.) of the model to support children’s shared thinking in a more systematic manner. 

Furthermore, Marsal’s model could benefit from our work on productive classroom 

dialogue as a context in which the different tools and exercises can be combined in 

one activity of philosophizing with children.  

To conclude, our conception of productive classroom dialogue can be a 

suitable context for stimulating children to think or philosophize in a critical, 

agentive, creative, collaborative, and reflective manner. It is an activity, a practice in 

which children and teacher(s) collaboratively try to understand both their own 

meanings as well as the meanings of another, to think together, and to practice 

specific skills and appropriate attitudes in a meaningfully integrated way. It is 

doubtful whether this is something that can be learned step by step through separated 

exercises. Learning to collaboratively progress in thinking is a complex competency 

that can be developed only through induction into productive classroom dialogues, 

with the guidance of teachers who are supported to try out new discursive moves and 

become skillful in orchestrating productive talk.    
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Abstract	

In this chapter, we aim to show how dialogic classroom talk in early childhood 

classrooms might contribute to the development of a dialogical self that is capable of 

dealing with diversity. Reasoning from Vygotsky’s cultural-historical activity theory 

and Dialogical Self Theory, we will argue that dialogic classroom talk gives children 

creative spaces of reflection in which different voiced positions can meet, be 

negotiated, and may become part of a multi-voiced self. Next, we will give an 

exposition of our research project in which we developed an intervention - the 

MODEL2TALK intervention - that supports teachers in making their classroom 

interaction more dialogic. Examples from classrooms that participated in our study 

show that inducting children into dialogic classroom talk contributes to the 

development of their communicative and dialogical capacities. Based on the results of 

our research, we believe dialogic classroom talk to be a fruitful setting in which 

children are encouraged to meet and explore others’ positions and reflect on their own 

positions at the same time. 

 

 

3.1	Introduction	

 

“Education is the point at which we decide whether we love the world enough to assume 

responsibility for it and by the same token save it from that ruin which, except for renewal, 

except for the coming of the new and young, would be inevitable. And education, too, is where 

we decide whether we love our children enough not to expel them from our world and leave 

them to their own devices, nor to strike from their hands their chance of undertaking 

something new, something unforeseen by us, but to prepare them in advance for the task of 

renewing a common world.” (Arendt, 1961, p.196). 

 

In today’s globalized world, classrooms have become places where different cultures, 

worldviews, religions, and perspectives meet. This gives students increased 

opportunities to broaden their horizons, enter new worlds, become acquainted with 
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a vast range of ideas and perspectives, and reflect on their own perspectives. 

Consequently, this might give them increased possibilities for novel ways of thinking 

and acting. Despite the great potentials of culturally and religiously heterogeneous 

classrooms, they have a downside as well: children (and teachers) might experience 

this melting pot of cultures and perspectives as threatening, confusing, and difficult. 

It requires the effort of teachers to make these classrooms reach their full potential. 

This is where we (as educators) should decide whether we love the world and our 

children enough to prepare them to deal with diversity, tensions, and differences; 

provide them with tools to take advantage of the range of perspectives they encounter; 

to prepare them to understand the plural other, as well as the plural self (i.e., a multi-

voiced self); and to renew a common world that is open and livable1. In this chapter, 

we will argue that this requires well-developed dialogical capacities (Hermans & 

Hermans-Konopka, 2010; Watkins, 2003) that can be supported by inducting children 

into dialogic classroom talk in which different perspectives meet and are negotiated, 

and in which the voices of others interact with and might become part of the self 

(Hermans & Hermans-Konopka, 2010). As a first step, we will use cultural-historical 

activity theory (e.g., van Oers, Wardekker, Elbers, & Van der Veer, 2008) to further 

elaborate the notion of dialogic classroom talk and connect it with the Dialogical Self 

Theory (e.g., Hermans & Hermans-Konopka, 2010; Hermans, 2001). Second, we will 

use classroom observations from our recent studies on the possibilities of dialogic 

classroom talk in early childhood education to show how dialogic classroom talk gives 

children space to think together and how during this type of talk different 

perspectives (or voiced positions) interact and result in shared understanding (van 

der Veen, van Kruistum, & Michaels, 2015). Further, we will argue that a dialogic 

classroom culture, as opposed to a monologic one, might also become part of 

children’s self; a dialogical self that is essentially polyphonic (multi-voiced, Bakhtin, 

1981) and willing to understand the other and to revise his/her understanding in light 

of new arguments (cf., Bereiter, 1994). Finally, we will discuss implications of our 

conception of dialogic classroom talk for educational practice and argue that this type 
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of talk might have great value for the development of a dialogical self that is able to 

deal with diversity.   

 

What	is	dialogic	classroom	talk?	

When one observes a whole-group classroom conversation in a typical classroom, in 

a typical school, in a typical (Western) country, one will probably notice that the 

teacher asks most questions, talks much more than the children, and is mainly 

focused on the reproduction of cultural meanings (i.e., factual knowledge) by the 

children. This process of transmission often takes the form of the well-known 

Initiation-Response-Evaluation (IRE) sequence in which the teacher poses a closed 

question, followed by a response of the student, after which the teacher gives feedback 

on the response (often in terms of right or wrong) (Mehan, 1979; Wells & Arauz, 2006). 

This can be seen as a monologic discourse, as the interaction is dominated by the 

teacher and children are supposed to recite fixed meanings. Is this a problem? Partly, 

it is. Although these monologic forms of classroom talk have their importance for the 

transmission of (cultural) knowledge to successive generations, classroom talk that is 

overly teacher-steered and merely focused on the reproduction of knowledge does not 

give room for children’s shared thinking and meaning (re)construction. Dialogic 

classroom talk, on the other hand, gives children space to “think together, and cross 

the boundaries of their own understandings” (van der Veen et al., 2015) and interact 

with the voices of others.  

From the perspective of cultural-historical activity theory, classroom talk is 

seen as an ensemble of multi-voiced interactional processes embedded in 

sociocultural practices and conducive to learning as an elaboration of a shared topic. 

We will use three interrelated parameters to characterize a cultural-historical 

conceptualization of dialogic classroom talk and show how it encourages children’s 

shared thinking, understanding and meaning (re)construction (van der Veen et al., 

2015) and might contribute to the development of their dialogical capacities.  
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First, there should always be a shared discussable topic (or object) that gives 

direction, purpose and coherence to the dialogue, and determines which positions 

can be brought to the fore in the context of a specific classroom dialogue. A shared 

topic determines the why and the what of a dialogue. In education, however, 

oftentimes this topic is intentionally (and/or strategically) selected by the teacher. 

These intended topics of a teacher do not always coincide with the topics that are of 

interest to the students. Furthermore, the perspective of the teacher on a topic is often 

different from how this topic is seen from the perspective of the students (Marton & 

Tsui, 2004). In other words, there might be a gap between what a teacher wants 

students to be talking about, what students think a teacher wants them to be talking 

about, and what is of vital interest for the students themselves. Following Engeström 

(2012), we argue that these gaps and tensions can be rich starting points for dialogue 

that aims to identify, transform and extend a shared topic in a process of negotiation. 

In this process of negotiation, children (as well as the teacher) are bringing different 

positions on the topic forward. These voiced positions are driven by the vital interests 

of a student as well as by the point of view they take on the intended topic of the 

dialogue.  

Second, in dialogic classroom talk children should be given space - or 

following (Wegerif, 2008), spaces of creative reflection - to negotiate their different 

voiced positions so their self might become part of the dialogue and the multi-voiced 

dialogue can result in the formation of a participant’s dialogical self. In these spaces, 

teachers encourage children to cross the boundaries of their own thinking, of their 

own voiced positions, and try to understand the position of the other. In this process, 

the different positions or perspectives are negotiated so both the group and the self 

can progress in thinking. This is closely related to what Hermans and Hermans-

Konopka (2010) refer to as the creation of a ‘dialogical space’. In these dialogical 

spaces, initial positions or perspectives meet and are elaborated or negotiated and 

new positions or perspective might emerge.   
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How can we characterize the role of teachers in this process of creative 

reflection and how do they encourage children to move beyond their own voiced 

positions (in Dialogical Self Theory these voiced positions are referred to as I-

positions)? Teachers can be seen as orchestrators who temporarily position children’s 

voiced positions in relation to the topic of the dialogue (van der Veen et al., 2015). In 

order to give children space for creative reflection, they move beyond the well-known 

IRE-sequences and use the so-called third evaluative turn to open-up the dialogue. In 

dialogic classroom talk, teachers use these third-turns frequently to (a) encourage 

children to share, expand, and clarify their initial ideas or positions (Can you say more 

about it?; So you are saying…?), (b) encourage children to carefully and critically listen 

to each other’s ideas (Who thinks they understood what Lisa said and can put it into 

their own words?), (c) support children to deepen their reasoning (Why do think that?; 

Does it always work/go that way?) and, (d) to encourage children to think together 

and negotiate meaning (Can you add onto his idea?; Do you agree/disagree? Why?) 

(Michaels & O’Connor, 2012; van der Veen, de Mey, van Kruistum, & van Oers, 2017; 

van der Veen et al., 2015)2. Using the aforementioned third-turn talk moves, teachers 

can encourage children to elaborate on their voiced position or build on the positions 

of others (with the help of the multiplicity of voices that are present in the dialogue), 

critically listen to each other’s voiced positions and try to understand the perspective 

of the other. 

Third, dialogic classroom talk should contain elements of a polylogue in 

which relevant socio-cultural voices outside the physical space of the classroom 

become part of the dialogue (Dobber & van Oers, 2015; van der Veen et al., 2015). 

Polylogue is not just a way of broadening the current dialogue, but is even more 

important as a medium to bring a cultural-historical dimension into a situated 

individual’s or group’s thinking. This is of vital importance as these cultural-historical 

voices can interact with the different voiced positions and local agreements about the 

topic and, consequently, can enhance an individual’s or group’s understanding about 

the topic. In close connection to the idea of polylogue, Hermans and Hermans-Jansen 
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(2001) talk about these external cultural-historical voices as positions that “are simply 

outside the subjective horizon of the self (...) the person is simply not aware of their 

existence. As possible positions, however, they may enter the self-space at some 

moment in time dependent on changes in the situation” (p. 254). In the educational 

context, teachers and students purposefully introduce these external voices as new 

positions in an ongoing dialogue.  

To summarize, we have argued that a cultural-historical (or Vygotskian) 

conception of dialogic classroom talk should at least meet the following conditions: 

(a) dialogic talk is topic-oriented. A shared topic determines the why and the what of 

classroom dialogue; (b) in dialogic classroom talk, teachers give children space in 

which they are encouraged to think together and negotiate meaning; (c) dialogic 

classroom talk contains elements of a polylogue in which possible voices or positions 

outside the physical space of the classroom interact with an individual’s or group’s 

local dialogical agreements.  

  

An	example	of	dialogic	classroom	talk		

The following example from our research project gives an illustration of how the three 

aforementioned parameters of dialogic classroom talk play out in educational 

practice. In the classroom of early childhood teacher Nancy, the students are involved 

in several activities related to the theme ‘the universe’. Some of the students are 

wondering about the relative distance of the different planets to the sun. This 

becomes a shared topic in a small-group conversation of eight students and teacher 

Nancy. Teacher Nancy has brought pictures of the different planets so the students 

can put them on the floor to make a model of the universe. They start with Pluto:	

 

01 Matthew:  There’s a planet named Pluto. 

02 Teacher: Pluto. And what is Pluto?  

03 Matthew:  The planet that is farthest away. 
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04 Teacher: Very clever. Did you all hear what Matthew said? 

05 All: I did! 

06 Teacher: What did he say, Jason? 

07 Jason: Pluto is the farthest planet and also the coldest planet.  

08 Matthew: I didn’t say it was cold. 

09 Jason: But I did say so. 

10 Teacher: You add onto his idea? 

11 Jason: [nods] 

12 Teacher: Yes. And why is it so cold? Do you have any idea, Anna? 

13 Anna: It is the planet that is farthest away from the sun.  

14 

15 

16 

Teacher: And if I were the sun [Teacher Nancy sits in the middle of a circle], and this is the 

universe [points at the floor], what is farthest away? You may put Pluto in the universe 

[gives a picture of Pluto to Anna] 

17 Anna: [Puts the picture of Pluto behind miss Nancy in the outer edge of the circle] 

18 (...)  

19 Teacher: Then we have a planet, Mercury. Who knows Mercury? 

20 Jason: It is closest. 

21 

22 

Teacher: And Talia, can you put it closest to the sun? I am the sun [sits on stool that represents 

the sun] 

23 Talia: [Puts picture of Mercury under the chair of Miss Nancy] 

24 Teacher: But is that correct? Can the picture be under the chair? 

25 Thomas: No. 
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26 Teacher: Why not? 

27 Thomas: Because otherwise it would burn. 

28 (…)  

29 Teacher: [Teacher Nancy puts the picture of Mercury close to the sun]. Do you agree?  

30 All: Yeah.  

31 Michel: No. 

32 Teacher: Michel, you don’t agree? 

33 Michel: I think it is still a little too close to the sun.  

34 Teacher: It’s too close? 

35 Michel: Nods 

36 Teacher: Why? Can you explain why it should be further removed from the sun? 

37 Michel: In one of the books, it wasn’t that close. 

38 Teacher: Was everyone able to hear Michel? 

39 All: Yeah. 

40 Teacher: Luckily Dex can explain what Michel just said. 

41 Dex: I forgot. 

42 Teacher: You forgot. Jason? 

43 Jason: In the book, it's a little further away.  

44 Teacher: Is that correct? 

45 Anna [Nods] 
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46 

47 

48 

Dex: Shall I go get the book? [Dex gets the book and the children compare the model in the 

book with their own model. They discuss differences and change their model 

accordingly].   

 

 In this example, teacher Nancy uses several talk moves to give students space 

to voice or expand their ideas (line 2), listen to one another (lines 4, 6, 37, and 38), 

deepen their reasoning (lines 12, 25 and 35) and think together (line 31). Children take 

responsibility for their voiced positions in relation to the shared topic they talk about. 

In line 8, for example, Matthew corrects Jason by saying that he was incorrectly 

quoted. Following, in lines 9-11, Jason makes clear that he intended to add onto 

Matthew’s idea. Next, Anna elaborates Jason’s idea. In this process, Matthew’s initial 

voiced position is negotiated and elaborated. As a consequence, the group progresses 

in thinking about the topic. Furthermore, the elaboration and negotiation of this 

initial voiced position might also be included in the self (i.e., inclusion-of-other-in-

the-self; Hermans & Hermans-Konopka, 2010). In line 45, Dex suggests to get a book 

about the universe. With Dex’s suggestion, authoritative voices from outside the 

physical space of the classroom enter the dialogue; the current dialogue is broadened 

to a polylogue. The voices present in the book are taken as ‘authoritative’ and interact 

with the group’s situated thinking about the topic. They enhance the group’s 

understanding of the topic they talk about.  

 

Connecting	dialogic	talk	to	Dialogical	Self	Theory	

Research in the fields of education and linguistics has shown that dialogically 

organized classroom talk is positively related to students’ academic learning and 

thinking (for an overview, see Resnick, Asterhan, & Clarke, 2015; Howe & Abedin, 2013) 

and their social development (for example, Howe, 2010). But does dialogic classroom 

talk have the potential to develop students’ dialogical capacities and a dialogical self 

that is capable of dealing with otherness and diversity? To answer this question, we 

will first argue how our conception of dialogic classroom talk, as developed from 
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cultural-historical activity theory, might interanimate with the Dialogical Self Theory. 

Next, we will give a further exposition of our research project that aimed to promote 

early childhood students’ communication skills through dialogic classroom talk. We 

will present excerpts of classroom talk to show the potential of dialogic classroom talk 

for the development of students’ dialogical capacities and self.  

Hermans’ Dialogical Self Theory (for example, Hermans & Hermans-

Konopka, 2010; Hermans, 2001) is a bridging theory that brings together the concepts 

of self and dialogue for a better understanding of the dialectical relation between self 

and society. As such, we believe it to be closely related to a cultural-historical 

conceptualization of dialogic classroom talk. In dialogic classroom talk, interpersonal 

dialogue becomes part of the self and the self becomes part of the interpersonal 

dialogue. In this dialectic process, children (as well as the teacher) bring different (and 

sometimes conflicting) socio-cultural positions (or I-positions, for example, Hermans, 

2001) to the fore from which they ‘view’ the topic that is discussed. These different 

positions are closely related to a person’s cultural-historical background, his/her 

situated prejudgments and knowledge about the topic (Gadamer, 2004) and the 

different socio-cultural practices, institutions, and environments to which a person 

belongs. In dialogic classroom talk, these positions (and the social environments, 

history, prejudgments and knowledge connected with these positions) are negotiated 

in order to reflect upon one’s own position and understand the position of the other 

(van der Veen et al., 2015). Following the work of  Bakhtin  (1981), we can consider an 

I-position “as a ‘voiced’ position, that is, a speaking personality bringing forward a 

specific viewpoint and story” (Akkerman & Meijer, 2011, p. 311) through which an 

individual (in this chapter a student) “speaks the words of the group, social class, or 

society to which the individual belongs and reflects the unity of the group, class or 

society” (Hermans & van Kempen, 1993, p. 114). In education, for example, students 

might position themselves as certain types of students (competent, serious, 

knowledgeable, lazy or silly), position themselves in relation to a specific group or 

social environment they belong to (e.g., in our study a student positioned himself as 
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son of a biologist when the group talked about ladybugs), or position themselves in 

relation to specific experiences, knowledge or skills they have (e.g., in one of the 

examples in this article, some of the students live on a farm and have knowledge of 

and experience with shock wire). In classroom talk, these different voiced positions 

engage and interact with other positions (and related ideas, knowledge, experiences, 

etc.) and might change the self in a dialogical manner. This process is closely related 

to Vygotsky’s ideas on the internalization of interpersonal dialogue, where a person’s 

mind, a person’s self, is situated in, being formed by and co-constructs interpersonal 

dialogue. Kučinskij (1983) linked this Vygotskian idea with the work of Bakhtin and 

demonstrated empirically that the positions of participants in the interpersonal 

dialogue (Kučinskij speaks about ‘sense positions’) were indeed integrated into an 

internal dialogue (‘thinking’), making thinking a multi-voiced endeavour.   

   In this paragraph, we have shown how a cultural-historical conception of 

dialogic classroom talk is closely connected to the Dialogical Self Theory. Both 

theories aim to bridge the gap between traditional dualistic notions of self and 

dialogue. We believe that the language of Dialogical Self Theory enhances our 

understanding and gives us the conceptual tools to understand how students’ 

different positions in the context of dialogic classroom talk interact with each other, 

are negotiated, and might become part of a student’s dialogical self.  

  

Developing	a	dialogical	self	in	dialogic	classroom	talk	

In opposition to a strictly IRE-driven conversation, dialogic classroom talk encourages 

exploratory talk (Mercer & Littleton, 2007). In exploratory talk, children explore each 

other’s perspective, build on the ideas of others, and, as a consequence, develop more 

elaborated ideas than they could have developed individually. Dialogic talk, in 

particular, moves away from ‘authoritative discourse’ (reciting his master’s voice) 

towards an “internally persuasive discourse” (Bakhtin, 1981, p. 340) in which the 

individual learns to speak for himself with the help of a multiplicity of voices, learns 

to retell in his own words, and takes responsibility for his narratives. Engaging in 
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dialogic talk with others helps to develop ‘inner speech’ (Vygotsky, 1994), or inclusion-

of-other-in-the-self (Hermans & Hermans-Konopka, 2010), in which the social 

dialogic process is internalized into the self and can be used for individual thinking. 

From a Vygotskian pedagogical background, we assume that such dialogues settle 

down in the development of a person’s identity (see Vygotsky, 1997). Thus, by 

frequently engaging in dialogic classroom talk, children’s identity or self becomes 

more polyphonic (multi-voiced; Bakhtin, 1981). Because of this multiplicity of voices 

within the self, children will also be more willing (or capable) to understand the other 

and to revise his/her understanding in light of new arguments and perspectives (cf., 

Bereiter, 1994; see also Watkins, 2003). To understand the other, to take the 

perspective of the other, children need to learn to take a third-person perspective to 

reflect on their own understandings in relation to the other. This entails a curious and 

open way of approaching otherness and diversity and has great potential for 

developing children’s dialogical capacities.  	

 

 

3.2	Dialogic	classroom	talk	in	early	childhood	education:	Exposition	

of	a	research	project		

 

In one of our recent research projects, we developed a classroom intervention in close 

collaboration with teachers - referred to as the MODEL2TALK intervention (van der 

Veen, et al., 2017; van der Veen, van der Wilt, van Kruistum, van Oers, & Michaels, 

2017) - that aims to make classroom interaction more dialogic and, as a consequence, 

might support the development of children’s dialogical capacities and self. 

Over the course of three months, we worked together with four elementary 

school teachers from two different schools and 92 children (aged 4-6). As we wanted 

to develop and evaluate the MODEL2TALK intervention at the same time, we used a 

design-based approach (Cobb, Confrey, diSessa, Lehrer, & Schauble, 2003). In two 

iterative cycles, the first author of this chapter and the participating teachers designed 
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and evaluated dialogic classroom dialogues in close collaboration. The first cycle 

started with a workshop on dialogic classroom talk in which teachers were informed 

about the purpose of the study, the notion of dialogic classroom talk was discussed, 

and video examples of dialogic classroom talk were viewed and analyzed. Next, all 

teachers designed and orchestrated one small-group and one whole-group dialogue 

every week for a period of four weeks. These dialogues were evaluated during weekly 

reflection sessions. We fine-tuned the design of the second cycle using the experiences 

from the first cycle. In the second cycle, all teachers attended a follow-up workshop. 

Next, during a period of four weeks, they again designed and orchestrated two 

classroom dialogues per week followed by weekly reflection sessions. Finally, the 

study was evaluated during an interview with all participating teachers.  

Before the first cycle, after the first cycle, and after the second cycle, we 

individually tested children’s oral communication skills (for example, turn-taking, 

clarifying in case of ambiguity, argumentation providing instruction) using the 

validated Nijmegen test of Pragmatics (Embrechts, Mugge, & van Bon, 2005). Analyses 

showed significant differences in oral communication scores between measurement 

occasions with medium to large effect sizes (for details, see van der Veen et al., 2017a). 

This indicates that dialogic classroom talk contributes to the development of 

children’s oral communication skills (see also van der Veen et al., 2017a). These skills 

are a prerequisite for the development of their dialogical capacities. Next, we will have 

a closer look at two transcripts to explore how dialogic classroom talk might support 

the development of children’s dialogical capacities and dialogical self. Both excerpts 

are drawn from the full transcripts of the observations from classroom dialogues that 

were observed in the participating schools and were chosen because they are 

representative for how dialogic classroom talk was implemented in our research 

project. After each excerpt, we will give a short reflection.   
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Example	1:	Every	student’s	position	is	worth	exploring	

In the following excerpt, a teacher and a small group of students are talking about 

electricity. This excerpt starts with one of the students sharing his experience with 

electricity.  

 

01 

02 

03 

Noah: I once had electricity. Put it with the animals. And the electricity looked black. But 

it wasn’t switched on yet, but my daddy touched it and he pretended it crinkled. 

[unintelligible and unclear] 

04 Teacher: Do you understand it? [addressed to the whole group] 

05 Mason: No. 

06 Teacher: Where were you? 

07 Noah: I don’t remember anymore. 

08 Teacher: But you said something with animals? 

09 Noah: Yeah. 

10 Teacher: And your daddy switched something on. What did he switch on? 

11 Noah: Nothing. He just touched something like a wire. 

12 Teacher: Oh, a wire? So, you are saying that there was electricity on that wire? 

13 Noah: Yeah. 

14 Olivia: I understand what he means. 

15 Teacher: Can you explain? 

16 

17 

Olivia: Well, that the wire is connected with a socket. And electrical power comes from the 

socket and if you touch it, then it causes convulsions.  
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Clearly, Noah (lines 1-3) has a hard time making himself clear. He positions himself as 

a person that has experience with shock wire on a farm. At the same time, his position 

as a student with (allegedly) little communicative abilities comes to the fore in his 

contribution, as his contribution is incoherent and both the other students and the 

teacher find it difficult to comprehend and understand. Nevertheless, they make an 

effort to understand the ideas that have been voiced by this student. They are turned 

towards Noah during the conversation, listen to him and are curious and open to what 

he has to say. In doing so, this voiced position that could have easily been rejected (as 

often happens with unintelligible, incoherent, and/or inaudible contributions) now 

becomes a position that is worth exploring with the help of a multiplicity of voices. As 

such, this student learns to speak for himself - which is always situated in 

interpersonal dialogue - and gets the opportunity to include the voices of the other in 

the self (cf., Hermans & Hermans-Konopka, 2010). Moreover, Noah might move from 

the position of a student having little communicative abilities (and thereby little to 

say) towards a student that is able to get his message across with the support of other 

voices. This excerpt ends with one of the students (lines 16 and 17) – who has been 

silent thus far - giving both an explanation and elaboration on the first student’s 

contribution. Her contribution shows how both the group and an individual student 

progress in thinking when they are given space to think together. And what about the 

teacher? By using multiple third-turn talk moves (lines 4, 8, 10, 12, 15), she encourages 

students to elaborate, listen to each other, negotiate meaning, and think together.  

 

Example	2:	Interpersonal	dialogue	becomes	part	of	the	self	

In the second excerpt, a teacher and her students (whole-group setting) have seen a 

movie clip on ladybugs earlier that morning. During play time, one of the students 

has found a ladybug in the garden. He wonders whether it is poisonous or not:  

 

01 James: I think poisonous. 
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02 

03 

Alexander: I think it’s not poisonous, because Ben [an older friend that is not present in the 

classroom] said that poisonous ladybugs do not exist.  

04 Daniel: They do exist, but this one is not poisonous. 

05 Olaf: No, only the yellow ones with black dots.  

06 Daniel: Yes. 

07 Teacher: Dean, what did you want to say? 

08 Dean: And also with orange wings, those are poisonous as well.  

09 Teacher: So, you are saying the same as Olaf? 

10 Olaf: No, orange wings do not exist.  

11 Dean: Yes, that is possible.  

12 

13 

Olaf: Orange wings do not exist, it is just the shield that can be orange, but the wings are 

under the shield. 

14 Dean: Yeah, that’s what I meant. That’s what I meant! 

15 Alexander: Yeah, I think that’s what Dean meant to say.  

16 

17 

Teacher: But wait a second, because you, you are saying ‘that’s what Dean means’, but what 

does he mean, because I don’t understand it.  

18 

19 

Alexander: That its shield is orange. Look, just like the ladybugs we have made ourselves [points 

at the ladybugs they have made during craft education] 

20 Teacher: Yeah. 

21 Alexander: So, that’s what Dean meant.  

22 Olaf:  Yeah. 

23 Dean: The shield is orange.  
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Alexander starts this exchange by stating that poisonous ladybugs do not exist and, 

therefore, that this particular ladybug is also not poisonous. In making this claim, he 

positions himself as a friend of a knowledgeable and more authoritative person (i.e., 

Ben). Daniel and Olaf start with negotiating this position and argue that poisonous 

ladybugs do exist. Dean adds onto this new position by saying that ladybugs with 

orange wings are also poisonous. Olaf does not agree with Dean’s remark on the 

orange wing and gives a further specification by saying that the wings are not orange, 

but rather the shield that covers the wings. Dean takes on a third-person position (i.e., 

meta-position) from which he reflects on his own initial understanding in relation to 

Olaf’s voiced position. This results in a revision of his initial understanding, as he 

claims that what Olaf said is also what he meant to say (line 14) and revises his initial 

position in line 23. This example shows how interpersonal dialogue becomes 

internalized or, in other words, how the voices of others (in this case the voice of Olaf) 

are included in the self (in this case Dean).   

 

 

3.3	Conclusion	and	implications	

 

In this chapter, we have shown the possibilities of dialogic classroom talk for the 

development of a dialogical self that is able to deal with otherness and diversity. We 

have argued that engaging children in dialogic classroom talk can contribute to the 

development of a dialogical self and children's dialogical capacities. To our 

knowledge, this is the first account of connecting a cultural-historical (or Vygotskian) 

conception of classroom dialogue with Dialogical Self Theory. We believe that both 

theories are complementary and interanimate with one another. Just as cultural-

historical activity theory aims to bridge the intrapsychological and the 

interpsychological (or mind and society), Dialogical Self Theory can be seen as a 

bridging theory (Hermans & Gieser, 2012) that brings together self and dialogue (or 

self and society). We have argued that Vygotsky’s notion of the internalization of 
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interpersonal dialogue is closely related to the development of a dialogical self. What 

does this imply for educational practice?  

First, dialogic classroom talk has great potential for the development of a 

dialogical self that is capable of dealing with diversity and otherness, and to 

accomplish ‘self-persuasive discourse’ in individual participants. Somewhat 

paradoxically, diversity in the sense of heterogeneity in classroom composition is a 

prerequisite for the development of a dialogical self. In heterogeneous classrooms, 

there are many possibilities for students to broaden their horizons as there “will be a 

range of perspectives to be shared” (Howe, 2010, p. 190). Following Howe (2010), we 

argue that mixed and heterogeneous classrooms should be the norm in education. 

This calls for skillful teachers that are able to give students space to communicate and 

think together, position the different perspectives, and encourage children to cross 

the boundaries of their own positions in order to understand the other.  

Second, given our highly polarized and divided society, we argue that dialogic 

classroom talk can contribute to the development of students’ dialogical capacities 

that enable them to deal with diversity. Dialogic classroom talk supports students to 

approach diversity with openness and curiosity. Hermans and Gieser (2012) state that 

dialogue is something ‘precious’ that needs to be encouraged. In education, dialogue 

(in the sense of dialogic talk) allows students to “create new and innovative meaning, 

solve problems in productive cooperation, and take the alterity of other people and 

their own selves into account for the welfare of themselves and society” (Hermans & 

Gieser, 2012, p. 13). Dialogue is probably the most powerful weapon available to fight 

polarization, hatred, and ignorance and to create a world that is livable, and thus it is 

important to engage children in dialogue from an early age. We have given examples 

from our research projects that show how we have supported teachers to move 

towards a dialogic classroom culture in which students learn to think and 

communicate together.  

Third, moving towards a dialogic classroom culture is not an easy endeavor. 

For teachers, the equitable inclusion of all students, and encouraging students to 
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share their positions and to take the perspective of the other is challenging. It requires 

effort and professional development (for example, Michaels & O’Connor, 2015; van der 

Veen et al., 2017b). In our studies (van der Veen et al., 2017a; 2017b; van der Veen, 

Michaels, van Kruistum, & van Oers, 2017), we have shown that the MODEL2TALK 

intervention supports teachers to orchestrate dialogic classroom talk. During a 

relatively short intervention period, teachers showed a significant increase in the use 

of third-turn talk moves that gave students space to think together. However, more 

longitudinal research is needed to explore to what extent a dialogic classroom culture 

supports the development of dialogical capacities and a dialogical self over time and 

to what extent it affects students’ attitudes towards and abilities to deal with otherness 

and diversity.  

Finally, in early childhood education, we can lay the foundation of children’s 

dialogical capacities. It is a setting rich in differences and otherness in which children 

can exercise dialogue in a playful manner together with a participating knowledgeable 

teacher who is able to orchestrate these dialogues. To speak with Hannah Arendt, it 

is our hope that more teachers will embrace the idea of dialogic classroom talk in 

order to give children a chance to meet new and unforeseen perspectives and to 

prepare them for the task of renewing and improving today's polarized world. We 

believe it to be a fruitful alternative to the predominantly monological forms of 

classroom talk.  

  

Endnotes	
1 This is not to say that classrooms should not also be places where children can 

experience a sense of belonging. Learning to deal with diversity and otherness means 

to learn to develop dialogical relations with persons that we might, at first, experience 

as different, maybe even threatening. It is through these dialogical relations that the 

plural other might become part of a plural self. When children in classroom settings 

learn to take the perspective of and understand the other, this might give all children 

an increased sense of belonging. In one of our studies (van der Wilt, van Kruistum, 



DIALOGIC CLASSROOM TALK AND THE DIALOGICAL SELF 
	

	 49 

van der Veen, & van Oers, 2016), we have shown that children’s communication skills 

- skills that give children increased possibilities to develop and maintain dialogical 

relations -  are closely related to the degree to which they are accepted by others.  
2 The three-step model in Dialogical Self Theory (Hermans & Hermans-Konopka, 2010, 

p. 72) can be viewed as a similar procedure for the organization of dialogue.  
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Abstract	

This article describes the MODEL2TALK intervention, which aims to promote young 

children’s oral communicative competence through productive classroom talk. 

Productive classroom talk provides children in early childhood education with many 

opportunities to talk and think together. Results from a large-scale study show that 

productive classroom talk has a positive effect on young children’s oral language 

abilities. This is of great importance as good oral communicative competence is 

related to later reading comprehension skills and social acceptance and mediates 

learning, thinking, and self-regulation. Teachers can promote productive talk in 

their classrooms by giving children more space to share their ideas, listen to one 

another, reason, think together, and reflect on their communicative performance. 

The examples in this article support teachers to adopt productive talk and move 

toward a classroom culture in which children think and communicate together.  

 

Teaser	

How can teachers promote young students’ oral communicative competence 

through productive classroom talk? This article shows how to do it and what 

opportunities it might create for teachers and their students.   

 

Pause	and	Ponder	

● Reflect on whole-group/small-group conversations in your classroom. Who 

talks most, you or your students?  

● As a teacher, how much space do you give students to share their own 

ideas?  

● Make a list of conversational ground rules that are used in your classroom.  
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4.1	Introduction	

 

 “Dex, will you explain that again?” asked early childhood teacher Miss Anna (all 

student and teacher names are pseudonyms). Together with 17 preschoolers (ages 4-

6), Miss Anna has been talking about ladybugs. As a first step, they have watched a 

short video on a flying ladybug. Dex discovered that when a ladybug is going to fly, it 

has to open the red parts on its back, but the other students still don’t get what he 

means.  

 

01 

02 

Dex: Look, I saw that red part [the elytra, which shields the wings] when it was going 

to fly. 

03 

04 

Dana: And then – that was actually. I think he means that it’s protection for his wings. 

Not for itself. 

05 Bo But also for itself a little bit. 

06 Teacher: Yeah, that’s also what I meant.  

07 Miss Anna: But um, um – Dana, you were saying that it gives protection for its…? 

08 

09 

Dana: Um, um – [wings]. For his wings [yeah]. Because otherwise it will damage its 

wings and then, then he won’t be able to fly very well. 

10 Achmed: Like a butterfly [yeah].  

11 

12 

Dana: No, because a butterfly has its own wings, but a ladybug goes like... If you look 

very carefully – his wings – that red thing goes up like this. 

13 Miss Anna: Yeah 

14 Dex: Yeah, that’s what I meant.  

 

 In this short excerpt of a classroom discussion, young students think and 

talk together on a shared topic. They exert effort to convey their communicative 
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meanings and make sure that all students understand what they mean. Further, the 

students use academic language such as domain-specific vocabulary, complex syntax 

and specific discourse functions such as explanation and argumentation (Barnes, 

Grifenhagen, & Dickinson, 2016).  

 Yet, what about the teacher? Miss Anna does not talk very much. In only 

two turns, she encourages Dex to say more and revoices (see Ferris, 2013) Dana’s 

contribution to check if she understood her. By giving students space to talk and 

think together, Miss Anna encourages them to make progress collaboratively in 

thinking about their shared topic, the ladybug.    

 This article presents the MODEL2TALK intervention, which aims to 

promote productive classroom talk in early childhood classrooms. MODEL2TALK is 

based on the use of several teacher talk moves (or tools) that can be used to 

encourage children to (a) share, expand or clarify their initial ideas or thoughts; (b) 

listen to one another and take other’s ideas seriously; (c) deepen their reasoning; (d) 

think together and build on another’s ideas; and (e) reflect on their communicative 

performance.  

 Based on the results of our studies, we will show that MODEL2TALK 

supports teachers to move toward a classroom culture in which students think and 

communicate together. Such a classroom culture improves student’s oral 

communicative competence, defined as the ability to communicate appropriately in 

different sociocultural contexts (e.g., Roth & Spekman, 1984; Schiefelbush & Pickar, 

1984). Supporting students’ oral communicative competence is important because it 

is positively related to successful reading comprehension (Snow, 2002); mediates 

learning, thinking, and self-regulation (e.g., van Oers, Wardekker, Elbers, & van der 

Veer, 2008); and can be considered an important qualification for participation in 

today's globalized knowledge society. Throughout this article, we will show how 

early childhood teachers can make their classroom conversations more productive.  
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4.2	Productive	classroom	talk:	What	is	it?		

  

Over the past few decades, there have been many attempts to involve students in 

classroom talk in which they talk, think, and reason together; carefully listen to one 

another; negotiate meanings; and collaboratively make progress in their thinking. In 

this article, we will refer to this type of talk as productive classroom talk. Productive 

classroom talk stands in contrast to traditional classroom talk, which has been 

criticized for being too monologic in nature, overly teacher steered, and mainly 

focused on the reproduction of factual knowledge. An example of this is the well-

known Initiation-Response-Evaluation pattern, in which the teacher asks a closed 

question followed by a short response from one student, after which the teacher 

evaluates this response (often in term of right or wrong; see, e.g., Mehan & Cazden, 

2015; van der Veen, van Kruistum, & Michaels, 2015). In productive classroom talk, 

teachers aim to move beyond these patterns of recitation and involve their pupils in 

dialogic talk that supports their academic learning and thinking (van der Veen, de 

Mey, van Kruistum, van Oers, 2017).  

What does a classroom culture of productive talk look like? We will briefly 

describe three international programs that aim to implement productive classroom 

talk. These programs show many similarities because they all aim to establish a 

dialogic classroom culture. In the first program, Mercer and his colleagues at the 

University of Cambridge developed the Thinking Together program, in which 

students learn to reason and share knowledge through exploratory talk (Dawes, 

Mercer, & Wegerif, 2004; Mercer, Wegerif, & Dawes, 1999). Exploratory talk is a kind 

of talk in which children listen, reason, and collaboratively seek agreement. An 

important aspect of the Thinking Together program is the use of conversational 

ground rules, such as ‘We give reasons to explain our ideas’.  

Second, at the University of Pittsburg, Resnick and her team developed a 

similar program: Accountable Talk. Accountable talk is defined as classroom talk 

(both by students and teachers) that supports students to attend to the classroom 
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community, to knowledge, and to accepted standards of reasoning (Michaels, 

O’Connor, & Resnick, 2008). In Accountable Talk classrooms, students reason, think 

together, build on one another’s ideas, and are held accountable for the knowledge 

that they put forth. As such, this approach aims for a classroom culture that 

supports equity and access to academic learning through talk.  

Third, Michaels and O’Connor’s work on academically productive talk 

builds on their work with Resnick (Michaels et al., 2008) and highlights the use of 

several productive talk moves that teachers can use as tools to encourage children to 

(a) share, expand, and clarify their thinking (e.g., ‘Can you say more about it?’); (b) 

listen carefully to one another (e.g., ‘Who think they understood what Alex just said 

and can put it into their own words?’); (c) deepen their reasoning (e.g., ‘Why do you 

think that?’); and (d) think with others (e.g., ‘Do you agree or disagree? Why?’; 

Michaels & O’Connor, 2012; 2015). In contrast to Accountable Talk, Michaels and 

O’Cnnor focus on a set of specific talk moves that teachers can use to give students 

more space to talk, listen, reason, and think together. It is important to note that 

these talk moves are not sufficient in and of themselves. Talk moves are tools that 

have to be used with good content and by a knowledgeable teacher to support 

students to talk together. Productive classroom talk is always an interactional 

achievement, guided by the teacher, linking academic content and students with 

one another.  

Research on classroom talk has shown that productive classroom talk, as 

opposed to monologic classroom talk, is positively related to students’ learning and 

development (for an overview of this research, see Cazden, 2001; Howe & Abedin, 

2013; Resnick, Astherhan, & Clarke, 2015). Nystrand and Gamoran (1991), for 

example, found in a large study in 58 eighth-grade English literature classrooms that 

instruction including open and authentic questions is positively related to students’ 

performance in English literature. A carefully controlled study by O’Connor, 

Michaels, and Chapin (2015) showed that sixth-grade students participating in 

productive classroom talk in which they collaboratively discussed integers and ratios 



MODEL2TALK INTERVENTION 
 

 61 

outperformed students in the matched direct instruction classroom, based on pre- 

and postassessments, over a brief period of instruction (two or three days). In a 

larger, multiyear study, O’Connor and colleagues found that students who 

participated in productive talk in math on a regular basis outperformed matched 

students in traditional classrooms on standardized tests in both math and English 

language arts. Kiemer, Gröschner, Pehmer, and Seidel (2015) showed that 

participation of secondary education students (aged 15-16) in productive classroom 

talk had a positive effect on students’ perceived autonomy and intrinsic learning 

motivation as compared to students participating in traditional classroom talk. 

Finally, Wegerif, Mercer, and Dawes (1999; see also Rojas-Drummond, Gómez, & 

Vélez, 2008) showed that the use of exploratory talk improved both group reasoning 

and individual nonverbal reasoning as measured with a standardized test.  

Although multiple studies have shown that productive classroom talk is 

positively related to students’ learning, much remains unknown about the benefits 

of productive classroom talk in early childhood classrooms. As early childhood is a 

critical period for language learning, we argue that it is important to invest in a 

language-rich educational environment (cf. Farkas & Beron, 2004; see also Barnes et 

al., 2016). Productive classroom talk provides students in early childhood education 

with many opportunities for language learning, including vocabulary learning, 

listening, and speaking skills. Furthermore, many studies in the research ares of 

classroom dialogue have been small-scaled, made use of qualitative methods, and 

mainly focused on productive talk in small-group settings (see Howe & Abedin, 

2013). It remains unclear whether the promising results of productive classroom talk 

can be transferred to whole-class contexts. Finally, much of the research has focused 

on productive classroom talk in relation to students’ content learning. Yet, do 

students’ oral communicative abilities also improve when they are actively involved 

in productive classroom talk?  

As previously mentioned, oral communicative competence is regarded as 

the combination of knowledge, skills, and attitudes that “enables a speaker to 
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communicate effectively and appropriately in social context” (Schiefelbush & Pickar, 

1984, p. ix) and is of great importance for children’s self-regulation, learning and 

thinking (van Oers et al., 2008; Whitebread, Mercer, Howe, & Tolmie, 2013). For 

example, previous research has indicated that children’s oral communicative 

abilities are related to the degree to which they are accepted by peers (e.g., Fujiki et 

al., 1999; Gertner, Rice, & Hadley, 1994), which is, in turn, predictive of multiple later 

outcomes such as academic success and sociability (e.g., Braza et al., 2009; Nærland, 

2011).  

Because of the importance of oral communicative competence, we believe 

that more insight is needed into how productive classroom talk might support the 

development of young students’ oral communication skills. Therefore, in our 

research project, we developed an intervention to promote young students’ oral 

communicative competence through productive classroom talk in whole-class 

settings. First, we will give a description of the intervention and associated teacher 

Professional Development Program (PDP) and show how early childhood teachers 

can implement productive talk in their classrooms. Second, we will report on the 

results of research in which we studied the effects of the MODEL2TALK intervention 

in several early childhood classrooms.  

 

 

4.3	MODEL2TALK	intervention	

 

Drawing on research on classroom talk and dialogue, we designed the 

MODEL2TALK intervention in which we aimed to promote productive talk in early 

childhood classrooms. It consists of (a) a PDP through which teachers are supported 

to implement productive talk in their classroom, (b) a set of productive talk tools 

that support teachers to orchestrate productive classroom talk, (c) a teacher manual 

with suggestions and materials for six thematic whole-class discussions in which 



MODEL2TALK INTERVENTION 
 

 63 

teachers can practice the use of these talk tools, and (d) materials that support 

teachers to plan and evaluate productive classroom talk.   

 

PDP	for	productive	classroom	talk	

Learning to orchestrate productive classroom talk requires effort. For teachers, it is a 

challenge to get all students to share their ideas publicly, listen to one another, 

progress in shared thinking, and so on (Michaels & O’Connor, 2015). Therefore, to 

support teachers to become skillful orchestrators of productive classroom talk, 

intensive guidance inside the classroom is needed (cf. van der Veen, Dobber, & van 

Oers, 2016). Our six-week MODEL2TALK PDP consisted of a two- to three-hour 

workshop, six videotaped whole-class discussions, and five reflection sessions (see 

Table 4.1).  

 

Table 4.1 

Overview of the MODEL2TALK Professional Development Program  

Week 1 2 3 4 5 6 

Classroom  

discussion 1  

(pre-

observation) 

Classroom  

discussion 2 

Classroom  

discussion 3 

Classroom  

discussion 4 

Classroom  

discussion 5 

Classroom  

discussion 6  

(post-

observation) 

Workshop Reflection  

session 1 

Reflection  

session 2 

Reflection  

session 3 

Reflection  

session 4 

Reflection  

session 5 

 

 In order for our PDP to be effective, we decided to situate it at the teachers’ 

school, focus on pedagogy (i.e., orchestrating productive classroom talk), connect it 

with daily classroom activities, and include classroom observations and interactive 

feedback (van Veen, Zwart, Meirink, & Verloop, 2010). We began our PDP with a 

pre-observation of a whole-class discussion on the platypus. This observation 

functioned as a pre-measurement of the teachers’ ability to orchestrate a classroom 
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discussion. After, we organized a two- to three-hour workshop that took place at the 

teachers’ school in which we discussed the idea of productive classroom talk and the 

development of students’ oral communicative competence, presented a list with 

productive talk tools (see Table 4.2), and watched and analyzed video examples of 

productive classroom talk.  

 

Table 4.2 

Productive talk tools 

Productive talk tool Description and examples 

1. Share, expand, clarify Encourage students to share, expand, or clarify their initial 

ideas or thoughts. 

1.1 Time to think “Let's take a minute to think about it.”  

1.2 Say more “Can you say more about…?” 

1.3 Revoicing “So, you are saying…?” 

2. Listen to one another Encourage students to carefully listen to one another and 

take one another’s ideas seriously. 

2.1 Repeat or rephrase “Who can repeat what Alex just said?” 

3. Reasoning Encourage students to deepen their reasoning. 

3.1 Why “Why do you think…?” 

3.2 Challenge or counterexample “Does it always work that way?” 

4. Think together Encourage students to think together and build on one 

another’s ideas. 

4.1 Agree or disagree “Do you agree with Michael’s idea? Why?” 
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4.2 Add on “Who can add on Bo’s idea?” 

4.3 Explaining to someone else “Who can explain what Sara means?” 

5. Metacommunication Encourage students to reflect on their communicative 

performance and the understandability of their oral 

messages. 

5.1 Metacognitive guidance “I don’t know/understand what you mean.” 

5.2 Conversational ground rules “Why is it important that we listen carefully to one another?”  

Note. Adapted from ‘The effect of productive classroom talk and metacommunication on young children’s 

oral communicative competence and subject matter knowledge: An intervention study in early childhood 

education’, by C. van der Veen, L. de Mey, C. van Kruistum, and B. van Oers, 2017, Learning and 

Instruction, 48, doi:10.1016/j.learninstruc.2016.06.001. Copyright 2016 by Elsevier. Adapted with 

permission.  

 

 In the five weeks after the workshop, teachers orchestrated five different 

classroom conversations (one per week), which enabled them to practice leading 

whole-class productive discussions. Each classroom discussion was followed by a 30-

60-minute reflection session in which episodes from the video observations were 

watched, analyzed, and discussed together with the first author of this article. These 

reflection sessions focused on the teachers’ use of productive talk moves and the 

development of students’ oral communicative competence.  

 

Teacher’s	manual	

In our MODEL2TALK intervention, we provided all teachers (both in the 

intervention and in the comparison condition) with a manual, in which we gave 

suggestions for six thematic classroom discussions on animals. Once every week, 

teachers orchestrated a whole-class discussion on another animal. Sometimes this 

was an extraordinary animal from far away; other times, it was a familiar one from 

the students’ direct environment. The platypus, the water strider, the rhino, the ant, 

the mouse, and the ladybug were all discussed.  
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 In the teacher’s manual, we provided the teachers with some background 

information on each animal, a video or picture that could be shown at the start of or 

during each discussion, and some general topics that could be discussed, such as 

‘Describe in detail what this animal looks like’, ‘What and how does it eat?’, ‘Is it a 

male or female, and why do you think so?’, ‘Does this animal have friends or 

enemies? Why do you think so? And how does it protect itself against enemies?’ In 

each discussion, the same general topics were discussed. Next to general 

descriptions for each classroom discussion, we provided teachers in the intervention 

condition with tools that could be used to plan and evaluate the discussions. The 

planning and evaluation tools were also used during the reflection sessions to 

familiarize teachers with this instrument (see Figure 4.1).  

 

Productive	talk	tools	

As mentioned previously, leading a productive classroom discussion is a challenging 

endeavor. So, how can teachers be supported to become skillful orchestrators of 

these discussions? Over the past few decades, a lot of classroom-based research has 

been done that has resulted in a set of talk tools that help teachers to lead (whole-

class) academically productive discussions (Anderson, Chapin, & O’Connor, 2011; 

Michaels & O’Connor, 2012; O’Connor & Michaels, 1993; 1996; van der Veen et al., 

2017). In general, these talk tools seek to increase the participation of all students 

and to encourage them “to engage in more sophisticated forms of reasoning” 

(Mehan & Cazden, 2015, p. 19). Furthermore, they support both teachers and 

students to establish a classroom culture of shared thinking and communicating and 

to socialize students into academic discourse (see also Barnes, Grifenhagen, & 

Dickinson, 2016; Mehan & Cazden, 2015). An overview of the productive talk tools 

used in our MODEL2TALK intervention is given in Table 4.2.  
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Figure 4.1. MODEL2TALK logbook and evaluation tool 
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4.4	MODEL2TALK:	Does	it	work?	

 

Establishing a classroom culture of shared thinking and communicating requires 

both time to socialize students in this classroom culture and professional 

development of teachers to do so. Our MODEL2TALK intervention aims to support 

teachers to engage their students in productive classroom talk. Yet, does our 

intervention work, and what does it mean for teachers and students? What 

opportunities for learning does it afford?  

 

Research	design		

As a first step, we conducted a design-based study in which the (re)design of our 

intervention, together with teachers, was the central aim (van der Veen, van Oers, & 

Michaels, 2014). We then conducted a large-scale study with a pre-test-intervention-

post-test design in which we tested the effect of the MODEL2TALK intervention (for 

more details on the design of this study, see van der Veen et al., 2017). A total of 21 

teachers and 469 students (mean age = 5.0 years) from 11 schools participated in this 

study: 12 teachers in the intervention condition and nine teachers in the comparison 

condition.  

 We asked all participating teachers to lead the same six classroom 

conversations on animals. In both the intervention and comparison condition, we 

video recorded the first and final classroom conversations. After the first classroom 

conversation on the platypus (i.e., the pre-observation), the teachers in the 

intervention condition participated in our MODEL2TALK PDP.  

 Students were individually tested on their oral communicative abilities 

using the Nijmegen Test of Pragmatics (Embrechts, Mugge, & van Bon, 2005) before 

and after the intervention. The Nijmegen Test of Pragmatics measures students’ 

conversation skills and communicative functions using richly illustrated pictures 

about a family living in a house. Through a story about this family, different 

conversational and communicative skills are elicited (e.g., turn-taking, repeating or 
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clarifying in case of ambiguity, ending a conversation, giving information, providing 

instruction). Further, before and after the intervention all students were asked 15 

subject-matter knowledge questions related to the animals that they discussed in 

the six classroom discussions. We used multilevel modelling to analyze the effect of 

the MODEL2TALK intervention on students’ oral communicative competence and 

subject matter knowledge (van der Veen et al., 2017). 

 

Results	

The analysis of our data yielded the following results (for more details, see van der 

Veen et al., 2017; van der Wilt, van der Veen, van Kruistum, & van Oers, 2017; van der 

Wilt, van Kruistum, van der Veen, & van Oers, 2016): 

1. MODEL2TALK supports teachers to orchestrate productive classroom talk. 

2. Fidelity of the MODEL2TALK intervention was high. 

3. Students’ oral communicative competence was significantly improved. 

4. Our intervention did not have an effect on students’ subject matter 

knowledge. 

5. Students’ oral communicative competence was significantly related to their 

level of social acceptance. 

 

Implementing	productive	classroom	talk	

Teachers in the intervention condition found the productive talk moves to be 

helpful tools in supporting students’ shared thinking and communicating. In a 

relatively short intervention period, they were able to use these talk moves in their 

classroom discussions. We analyzed a five-minute episode of each of the 21 

participating teachers to explore the frequency of productive talk moves used as a 

percentage of the total number of teacher turns. A comparison of both conditions 

showed that the fidelity of the MODEL2TALK intervention was high: Teachers in the 

intervention condition used significantly more productive talk moves (44.12%) than 

teachers in the comparison condition did (16.46%).  
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 At the beginning of this article, we showed an example of a productive 

classroom discussion. This example is a fragment from the post-observation in one 

of the classrooms that participated in the MODEL2TALK intervention. In this 

example, Miss Anna used several of the productive talk moves and gave students 

space to think and reason. The students in Miss Anna’s classroom think together, 

refer to one another’s ideas, and make relatively long contributions. In contrast, in 

the comparison condition, classroom conversations remained overly teacher-steered 

and focused on the recitation of factual knowledge. Also, students in the comparison 

condition were given less space to think and communicate together, resulting in 

shorter responses and, consequently, fewer opportunities to improve their oral 

language abilities. The following excerpt from a conversation in the classroom of 

Miss Lotte’s classroom illustrates this:   

 

01 

02 

Miss Lotte: What do we see exactly if we look at the picture [of the ladybug] on the screen? 

What do we see, Almira? 

03 Almira: His wings. 

04 Miss Lotte: You can see his wings. And what do you see on its wings? 

05 Sara: Dots.  

06 Miss Lotte: Yeah, dots, that’s correct. And how many dots do you see? 

07 Adam: One, two, three, four, five.  

08 

09 

10 

Miss Lotte: We can see five dots now, right [points at the picture on the screen]. There are 

one, two, three dots on this side; one in the middle; and one there. Could there 

also be two dots on the other side? 

11 Amelie: Yeah. 

12 Miss Lotte: Just like here, right. 
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Productive	classroom	talk	improves	students’	oral	communicative	competence		

Our analyses of students’ pre-test and post-test oral communicative competence 

scores showed that the MODEL2TALK intervention had a significant effect, and te 

effect size was moderate to large. Students in the intervention condition 

outperformed students in the comparison condition on the post-test (see Figure 

4.2). Based on our analyses, we can conclude that productive classroom talk 

improves young students’ oral communicative competence. 

 

Figure 4.2. Mean communicative competence scores compared between condition and measurement 

occasion 

 

 

Do	students	gain	more	knowledge?		

Surprisingly, students in our intervention condition did not gain more knowledge 

during the MODEL2TALK intervention. On the pre-test, students in the 

intervention condition significantly outperformed students in the comparison 

condition; on the post-test, no differences between conditions were found (see 

Figure 4.3). One explanation might be that the classroom conversations in the 
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comparison condition were often highly structured and covered most of the content 

from the teacher’s manual. In the intervention condition, however, students were 

encouraged to share their ideas, reason, and think together. As a consequence, they 

often came up with unexpected ideas and interesting questions that were beyond 

the scope of the teacher’s manual and our subject-matter knowledge test.  

 

Figure 4.3. Mean subject-matter knowledge scores compared between condition and measurement 

occasion 

 

	

Oral	communicative	competence	related	to	social	acceptance		

In one of our sub-studies, we investigated the relation between young students’ level 

of oral communicative competence and the degree to which they were accepted by 

their peers. Our analyses showed that students’ oral communicative competence is 

significantly related to their social acceptance (van der Wilt et al., 2016; 2007; see 

Figure 4.4). The outcomes of this sub-study stress the importance of promoting 

students’ oral communicative competence. Our MODEL2TALK intervention 

provided teachers with concrete and easy-to-use tools to do so.  
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Figure 4.4. Scatterplot of the relation between oral communicative competence and social acceptance (N = 

447) 

 

 

 

4.5	Conclusion	

 

Our research shows that productive classroom talk promotes young students’ oral 

communicative competence. This is of great importance, as students’ oral 

communicative competence has been demonstrated in several other studies to 

mediate self-regulation, learning, and thinking and has been positively related to 

reading comprehension (Snow, 2002) and social acceptance. How can you support 

productive talk in your own classroom? Start by giving students more space to share 

their ideas, listen to one another, reason, think together, and reflect on their 
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communicative performance. In this article, we have provided some suggestions to 

do so.  

 

Take	action!	

● Start with a discussable topic that students can and want to talk about. 

● Begin by selecting one or two talk moves and practice them in a classroom 

discussion. 

● Discuss the conversational ground rules with the students in your 

classroom. 

● Try to listen carefully to your students. 

● Video record your classroom discussion. 

● Watch and analyze your discussion. What was your role as a teacher? How 

much space did you give students to talk and think together? How did you 

use the talk moves, and what was the effect on the students?  

● Ask a colleague to observe one of your classroom discussions.  

 

More	to	explore		

● Resnick, L.B., Asterhan, C., & Clarke, S. (Eds). (2015). Socializing intelligence 

through academic talk and dialogue. Washington, DC: American Educational 

Research Association.   

● Try the Thinking Together teacher materials from the University of 

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

● Watch The Inquiry Project’s videos about the theory and practice of 

productive classroom talk: 

 http://inquiryproject.terc.edu/prof_dev/library.cfm 
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Abstract	

The aims of the present study were to promote dialogic classroom talk in early 

childhood education and to evaluate what it contributes to children’s oral 

communicative competence. Using a design-based approach, together with four early 

childhood teachers we developed and implemented an ecologically valid intervention 

that supports teachers to use several dialogic talk moves. Discourse analysis of pre- 

and post-observations of classroom talk revealed that teachers used more dialogic talk 

moves over the course of our intervention. Pre- and post-tests of children’s (N = 92) 

oral communicative competence indicated that our intervention significantly 

contributed to their oral communicative abilities. Furthermore, our analysis of pre- 

and post-observations of classroom talk showed an increase in the use of key linguistic 

features of oral communicative competence in the participating children. The results 

of this study show that dialogic classroom talk can be promoted even in early 

childhood education, and that this might be beneficial for young children’s oral 

communicative abilities.   

 

 

5.1	Introduction	

 

Several studies have shown the great potential of dialogic classroom talk in upper-

primary and secondary education settings for student’s subject-matter learning 

(Nystrand & Gamoran, 1991; O’Connor, Michaels, & Chapin, 2015), reasoning skills 

(Wegerif, Mercer, & Dawes, 1999; Rojas-Drummond, Gómez, & Vélez, 2008), 

motivation (Kiemer, Gröschner, Pehmer, & Seidel, 2015), and language abilities (van 

der Veen, de Mey, van Kruistum, & van Oers, 2017). Surprisingly, many classrooms – 

from early childhood to secondary education - still show a prevalence toward 

monologic talk that is overly teacher-steered, mainly focused on the recitation of 

knowledge (for example, Boyd & Kong, 2016; Cazden, 2001; Nystrand, 1997; van der 

Veen et al., 2017), and gives children only limited opportunities to develop their 
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language abilities (for example, Dickinson, Darrow, & Tinubu, 2008). Furthermore, 

most studies that aim to support dialogic classroom talk focus on upper-primary or 

secondary students and, as a consequence, it remains unclear what the benefits might 

be of dialogic classroom talk in early childhood classrooms. In the current study, we 

designed an intervention in close collaboration with teachers through which we 

aimed to promote dialogically organized classroom talk in early childhood education, 

with students aged 4-6. Furthermore, we evaluated to what extent dialogic classroom 

talk contributed to the development of young children’s oral communicative abilities.  

 

Dialogic	classroom	talk	

In the majority of today’s classrooms, the interactions among students and teachers 

is still dominated by recitation. Often times, this takes the form of the well-known 

Initiation-Response-Evaluation sequence, in which the teacher asks a question, 

followed by a response of a student (or more students in chorus), after which the 

teacher evaluates the correctness of this response in terms of right or wrong (see for 

example, Cazden, 2001; Mehan & Cazden, 2015; Nystrand, 1997). As a consequence, 

students have limited opportunities to talk and think together. This is problematic, as 

research has shown that classroom talk that is characterized by teachers asking open 

questions, and giving children many opportunities to talk and think together – i.e., 

dialogic classroom talk – is related to children’s learning and development (see for an 

overview, Howe & Abedin, 2013; Mercer & Dawes, 2014; Resnick, Asterhan, & Clarke, 

2015; van der Veen, & van Oers, 2017).   

 What do we mean by dialogic classroom talk? First, in dialogic classroom talk 

the interaction between children and their teacher is motivated by a “shared, 

discussable topic (or object) that gives direction, purpose, and coherence to the 

dialogue” (van der Veen, Dobber, & van Oers, in press, p. 4). This topic is 

collaboratively developed by producing and negotiating predicates and linking them 

to this topic1 (cf. O’Connor & Michaels, 2007; see also, van der Veen, van Kruistum, & 

Michaels, 2015). Following the work of Doblaev (1984), in this article we use an 
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interpretation of topic and predicates that focuses on the discourse (or text) level and 

moves beyond the traditional grammatical interpretation of subject-predicates at the 

sentence level. Doblaev argued that a text (or discourse) consists of a subject (text-

subject) and predicates (text-predicates) as well. On a macro-structural level, the 

topic of a classroom discussion organizes the information and summarizes what the 

discussion is about. Furthermore, it gives purpose and direction to the participants of 

the discussions; it determines what predicates they can link to the topic. According to 

Vygotsky (1987), linking new predicates to a topic that has a group’s shared attention 

supports the progress in thinking (see also van Oers, 2012a).  

 Second, in dialogic classroom talk children are given space to (a) share, 

expand, and clarify their ideas or positions, (b) carefully listen to one another’s ideas, 

(c) reason, (d) think together and negotiate meaning, and (e) reflect on their 

communicative performance and the understandability of their oral messages 

(Michaels & O’Connor, 2012; van der Veen et al., 2015; 2017). Teachers can create these 

spaces by moving beyond patterns of recitation and opening-up the dialogue. 

Previous studies suggest that several talk moves (or tools) may aid this process, as 

when a teacher encourages children to expand or clarify their ideas (Can you say more 

about it?’), carefully listen to one another (‘Can you repeat what Lisa just said?’), to 

deepen their reasoning (‘Why do you think that?’), or to think together (‘Do you agree 

or disagree, and why?’) (Michaels & O’Connor, 2012; van der Veen et al.; 2017). A full 

overview of the talk moves used in this study is provided in Appendix A.   

 Third, elsewhere (van der Veen et al., 2015) we have argued that for classroom 

talk to be dialogic, and accountable for knowledge acquisition, it should also contain 

elements of a polylogue with knowledgeable, socio-cultural voices that are not 

physically present in the classroom. Introducing these voices creates opportunities for 

children to evaluate their ideas within a wider socio-cultural context, and supports 

children to replace or restructure knowledge that is incorrect or incomplete. In 

classrooms, these voices are often introduced through information books, an expert 

in the class, and explanations given by the teacher. According to Dobber and Van Oers 
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(2015), “polylogue is essential for evaluating local dialogical agreements in a wider 

cultural perspective” (p. 230). For example, in one of our classroom observations a 

group of children (aged 4-6 years) was discussing the relative distance of several 

planets to the sun and the earth, and were trying to build a preliminary model of the 

solar system. At some point, one of the children did not agree with the distance of the 

planet Mercury to the sun in the model they had built. He explained that he had seen 

a model in one of the information books in which Mercury was much farther removed 

from the sun. As the children compared their model with the model in the book, 

external voices present in the book (in this case, voices from scientists) interacted 

with the group’s local dialogical agreements, and supported the group’s progress in 

thinking.  

 Together, the aforementioned characteristics of dialogic classroom talk 

provide a framework for teachers that can support them to move towards a 

sustainable dialogic classroom culture. Although research has shown that dialogic 

classroom talk is related to children’s learning, much remains unknown about the 

benefits of dialogic classroom talk for young children, and how to support early 

childhood teachers to make their classroom interaction more dialogic. As early 

childhood is considered a critical period for language learning, we argue that young 

children should be inducted in a language-rich educational environment. This 

environment should create various opportunities for productive classroom 

discussion, orchestrated by skillful teachers (cf. Farkas & Beron, 2004; see also van der 

Veen, van der Wilt, van Kruistum, van Oers, & Michaels, 2017).  

 

Oral	communicative	competence	

Much of the research on the effect of dialogic classroom talk has focused on children’s 

content learning and reasoning skills. In the current study, we aim to add to this 

research by focusing on the benefits of dialogic classroom talk for the development of 

young children’s oral communicative competence. Oral communicative competence 

is a complex construct that consists of a combination of knowledge (e.g., vocabulary, 
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knowledge of communicative rules), skills (e.g., turn-taking, non-verbal 

communicative support, listening), and attitudes (e.g., openness). This combination 

of knowledge, skills, and attitudes “enables a speaker to communicate effectively and 

appropriately in social contexts” (Schiefelbusch & Pickar, 1984, p. ix; see also Savignon, 

1997). Oral communicative competence is considered an important mediator for self-

regulation, learning, and thinking (van Oers, Wardekker, Elbers, & van der Veer, 2008; 

Vygotsky, 1987; Whitebread, Mercer, Howe, & Tolmie, 2013). Furthermore, research 

has shown that oral communicative competence is related to successful reading 

comprehension (Snow, 2002), and the degree to which children are accepted by their 

peers (e.g., Fujiki, Brinton, Hart, & Fitzgerald, 1999; Van der Wilt, van Kruistum, van 

der Veen, & van Oers, 2016). Given the importance of children’s oral communicative 

skills for academic learning and social interaction, we argue that children’s oral 

communication skills should be systematically supported even in early childhood 

education.  

 

Current	study	and	research	question	

In the current study, our first aim was to design and implement an intervention that 

promotes dialogic classroom talk in early childhood education. As we wanted our 

intervention to fit within teachers’ daily classroom practice, we designed the 

intervention with teachers, and provided them with intensive guidance inside their 

classrooms. Second, we aimed to evaluate the extent to which to the intervention 

contributed to young children’s oral communicative competence. Using a design-

based approach (Cobb, Confrey, diSessa, Lehrer, & Schauble, 2003), this study was 

conducted to answer the following research questions: How can dialogic classroom 

talk be promoted in early childhood education and what does it contribute to young 

children’s oral communicative competence?  

 As dialogic classroom talk provides children with many opportunities to talk 

and think together, we hypothesize that it significantly contributes to children’s oral 

communicative competence. Furthermore, we hypothesize that intensive guidance 
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inside the classroom (cf. van der Veen, Dobber, & van Oers, 2016) will support teachers 

to become skillful orchestrators of dialogic classroom talk.  

 

 

5.2	Method	

	

Participants	

Four early childhood teachers from two primary education schools in the Netherlands 

participated in this study. Lotte and Sara from school X with respectively 17 and 27 

years of teaching experience; Ellice and Anne from school Y with respectively 10 and 

17 years of teaching experience. School X was located in a small village in the northern 

part of the Netherlands and can be considered a traditional school with innovative 

elements (such as the use of mind mapping activities in the early childhood 

classrooms). School Y is an innovative school using a play-based teaching approach 

inspired by the work of Vygotsky (cf. van Oers, 2012b), and is located in a big city in 

the western part of the Netherlands. In the Netherlands, separate kindergartens have 

been abolished since 1985 and are integrated into primary schools. Furthermore, 

children aged 4-6 years (in the Netherlands grades 1 and 2) are often times mixed in 

the same class. 

 A total of 92 children (44.6% girls) participated in the current study. They 

were aged between 3.8 and 6.3 years with a mean age of 5.08 years (SD = 0.67). Table 

5.1 gives an overview of the number of children per classroom, as well as the most 

important descriptive statistics. Independent-samples t-tests indicated that there 

were no significant differences between school X and Y for children’s age, sex and oral 

communicative competence pre-test scores. Before the start of this study, the 

scientific and ethical review board of our faculty gave ethical approval to conduct the 

current study. Furthermore, all parents and children were informed about the purpose 

of the study and asked for their consent. None of the parents withheld their consent.  
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Table 5.1 

Descriptive statistics for children’s demographic information for the total sample and the four participating 

classrooms.  

 Total Lotte,  

School X 

Sara,  

School X 

Ellice,  

School Y  

Anne, 

School Y 

N 92 19 19 29 25 

Age range 3.8-6.3 4.0-6.0 4.0-6.3 3.8-6.2 3.9-6.3 

 M (SD) 5.08 (0.67) 5.05 (0.61) 5.20 (0.69) 5.01 (0.74) 5.10 (0.65) 

Sex      

 Girls 44.6% 47.4% 47.4% 41.4% 44.0% 

 Boys 55.4% 52.6% 52.6% 58.6% 56.0% 

	

Design	

In the current study, we used a design-based approach to develop an ecologically 

valid, innovative intervention that promotes dialogic classroom talk in early 

childhood education (see Cobb et al., 2003 for an explanation of design-based 

research). The cyclic character of design-based research allowed us to simultaneously 

develop and evaluate our intervention in classroom practice. In two iterative cycles, 

the researchers, graduate students in educational sciences, and the participating 

teachers collaboratively designed and evaluated dialogic classroom discussions. 

Furthermore, using pre- and post-tests and pre- and post-observations of classroom 

talk we aimed to evaluate to what extent our intervention promoted dialogic 

classroom talk in early childhood teachers, and contributed to the development of 

children’s oral communicative competence. Following Borko, Jacobs and Koellner 

(2010), we argue that it is important to start with a relatively small-scaled, exploratory 

study before implementing and evaluating our intervention on a large-scale. 

 

Procedure	

To recruit teachers for participation in this study, we sent out an e-mail to schools in 

our network and sent out a call via social media (i.e., Twitter, LinkedIn). Interested 
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teachers were visited so more information about the purpose and procedures of the 

current study could be given.  

 Teachers orchestrated classroom discussions twice a week: once in a small-

group, and once in a whole-group setting. In this article, our analyses will focus on 

classroom talk in whole-group settings to assure comparability between schools and 

classrooms. Table 5.2 gives an overview of the timeline of the current study and the 

different activities per week. Our study started with a pre-observation, in which we 

asked teachers to orchestrate a whole-group classroom conversation as they would 

usually do this. Next, the first author of this paper gave a workshop at each school in 

which the theory of dialogic classroom talk was discussed, teachers were informed 

about talk tools that could be used to promote dialogic classroom talk (see Appendix 

A), and video clips of dialogic classroom talk were watched and collaboratively 

analyzed. Furthermore, segments of the pre-observation were watched and analyzed. 

Following this workshop, the first four-week cycle of our study started in which all 

teachers led eight classroom conversations making use of the theory of dialogic 

classroom talk and the associated talk tools. All classroom conversations were video-

recorded. During weekly reflection sessions, the teachers together with the first 

author of this article evaluated the intervention and watched and collaboratively 

analyzed segments of the video-recordings of the teachers’ classroom conversations. 

Furthermore, teachers were encouraged to write individual reflections on the 

development and implementation of the intervention on dialogic classroom talk in 

their classroom. The first cycle ended with an interview in which the first four weeks 

of study were evaluated and the design of the next cycle was discussed. Based on our 

experiences in this first cycle we fine-tuned the design of our second cycle.  

 The second cycle started with a follow-up workshop in which the theory of 

dialogic classroom talk was again discussed, and video clips of dialogic classroom talk 

were watched and collaboratively analyzed. As in the first cycle, eight classroom 

conversations were video-recorded for each teacher, followed by weekly reflection 
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sessions. The second cycle ended with a final interview in which the whole study was 

evaluated. 

 All children were individually tested on their oral communicative 

competence before (pre/t1) and after the first cycle (post/t2) and within two weeks 

after the intervention (post-post/t3). Children were tested inside their own school at 

a quiet place closely to their classroom. Administration of the tests was done by one 

of the trained test-assistants and took approximately 20 minutes per child. All tests 

were audiotaped so they could be scored afterwards.  

 

Measures			

Promoting dialogic classroom talk 

To analyze to what extent teachers were able to use dialogic talk moves in classroom 

talk, we used video-observations of whole-group classroom talk on two occasions. The 

classroom conversation prior to the intervention (see week 1 in Table 5.2) was used as 

a pre-observation (or pre-measure); the final whole-group classroom conversation in 

the second cycle (see week 13-16 in Table 5.2) was used as a post-observation (or post-

measure). First, for each classroom conversation we calculated teachers’ Mean Length 

Turn (MLT). MLT indicates how many words teachers used per turn on average. A 

high MLT might indicate that a teacher is more strongly dominating and steering the 

conversation. Second, all teacher turns were coded for one of the dialogic talk moves. 

In Appendix A, an overview of the dialogic talk moves that were used in coding our 

data is provided.   

 

Oral communicative competence 

As mentioned before, oral communicative competence is a complex and multifaceted 

construct that is difficult to measure in its totality. For practical reasons of time and 

feasibility, in this study we focus only on a few aspects of children’s oral 

communicative competence. To this end, we used both individual pre- and posttest 
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as well as pre- and post-observations of whole-group classroom talk to examine to 

what extent dialogic classroom talk contributed to children’s oral communicative 

competence.  

 

Oral communicative competence: individual level 

The Nijmegen Test of Pragmatics (NPT; Embrechts, Mugge, & van Bon, 2005) was 

used to measure children’s oral communicative competence individually. The NPT 

has been found to be a reliable and valid instrument (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.92 in 

Embrechts et al., 2005; Omega = 0.91, GLB = 0.94, Cronbach’s alpha = 0.91 in van der 

Veen et al., 2017) to measure young children’s (4-7 year olds) communicative abilities 

verbally using a standardized protocol. A model of a house, nine richly illustrated 

pictures related to the different rooms in the house, and a story about the family living 

in the house were used to elicit different communicative and conversational responses 

(for example, test leader: “Would you want to live in a house like this?”). The test used 

in this study consisted of 37 items that were dichotomously scored (in case of the 

previous example: “No response or inadequate response” = 0; “The child gives an 

explanation, such as “Yes, because the house has many rooms” = 1).  

 

Oral communicative competence: group level 

Next to individual measures of children’s oral communicative competence, we used 

discourse analysis to evaluate differences in children’s communicative abilities 

between pre- and post-observations of whole-group classroom talk. In our analysis, 

we followed the procedures proposed by Wegerif et al. (1999). We refer to this 

measure as a group level measure of children’s oral communicative competence, as 

we used whole-group discourse characteristics to evaluate differences over time and 

between classrooms. Our analyses focused on three (linguistic) features that we argue 

to be related to dialogic classroom talk in general and children’s oral communicative 

abilities in specific: (a) child participation, (b) mean length turn, and (c) key linguistic 
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features of oral communicative competence. Below, we will briefly describe the 

linguistic features that were used in this study.  

 

Child participation. Children’s relative participation was measured based on the 

number of child turns per classroom conversation divided by the sum of child and 

teacher turns (cf. Crain-Thoreson & Dale, 1999). An increase in the level of children’s 

relative participation indicates that children have more space to talk and, 

consequently, to practice their oral communicative abilities.  

 

Mean length turn (MLT). MLT indicates how many words children used per turn on 

average. A high MLT indicates that children produced more complex syntax and gives 

an indication of children’s participation in classroom conversations (cf. Fagan & 

Iglesias, 2000). Consequently, an increase in MLT might be an indication of 

improvement in children’s oral communicative competence. Furthermore, we 

calculated children’s MLT per minute to control for the difference in the length 

between classroom conversations. Finally, we calculated the number of ‘long turns’ 

for each classroom discussion using a cut-off point of the 10% longest turns for our 

total data set (cf. Wegerif et al., 1999). An increase in the number of ‘long turns’ might 

be another indication of more elaborate talk. 

 

Key linguistic features of oral communicative competence. Following the procedures 

proposed by Wegerif et al. (1999; see also, Boyd & Kong, 2015; Soter, Wilkinson, 

Murphy, Rudge, Reninger, & Edwards, 2008), key linguistic features of oral 

communicative competence were analyzed. An important aspect of oral 

communicative competence is children’s abilities to effectively communicate their 

thoughts and ideas and ‘work’ their way towards shared understanding (see also 

Alexander, 2012; van der Veen et al., 2015). In doing so, children make use of specific 

linguistic features that support them to communicate their thoughts and ideas. For 

example, they use reasoning words (such as ‘because’) to link a reason to an assertion 
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in order to clarify or support their initial thought or idea. Consequently, this leads to 

longer utterances and more complex syntax (Wegerif et al., 1999). Furthermore, 

children make metalinguistic comments about meaning – using forms of the verb ‘to 

mean’ (as in, for example, “No, I meant…”) - to convey meaning or comment on 

meaning and move towards shared understanding. The following key linguistic 

features of oral communicative competence were seen as indicative of (improved) oral 

communicative competence and dialogic classroom talk: (a) because, (b), (I) think…, 

(c) (I/she/he) mean(s)…, (d) So…, (e) but, (f) if...then, (g) maybe/might, (h) Why?  

 

Analyses	

To analyze our video-data, transcriptions of pre- and post-observations of whole-

group classroom talk were made using Transana version 3.00 (Woods & Fassnacht, 

2017). Next, full transcripts were imported into Atlas.ti version 1.0.50 for further 

analysis. Children’s individual oral communicative competence scores were analyzed 

using IBM’s Statistical Package for the Social Science (SPSS) version 23.   

 

Promoting dialogic classroom talk 

In the full transcripts, each teacher turn was evaluated using our model of dialogic 

classroom talk (see Appendix A). Frequencies of the different dialogic talk moves as a 

percentage of the total number of teacher turns were calculated. Finally, differences 

between measurement occasion and between classrooms were evaluated using a 

Wilcoxon signed-rank test and analysis of variance.  

 

Oral communicative competence: individual level 

Q-Q-plots indicated our sample was not normally distributed. Therefore, differences 

in children’s oral communicative competence scores on all three measurement 

occasions were analyzed using the Friedman test. Post-hoc analysis with Wilcoxon 

signed-rank tests were conducted to evaluate children’s progression between t1-t2, t2-
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t3, and t1-t3. Bonferroni correction was used resulting in a confidence level set at 

98.33%.  

 

Oral communicative competence: group level 

Full transcripts were used to evaluate differences in children’s communicative abilities 

between pre- and post-observations. First, all child turns were marked to calculate 

children’s relative participation, mean length of turn and the number of ‘long turns’. 

Next, transcripts were coded for key linguistic features of oral communicative 

competence (see Table 5.3). Finally, differences between measurement occasions for 

the aforementioned linguistic features of oral communicative competence were 

analyzed using Wilcoxon signed-ranked tests, and analysis of variance. 

 

 

5.3	Results	

 

Promoting	dialogic	classroom	talk	

An overview of the main characteristics (i.e., topic, duration, talk format) of the pre- 

and post-observations of conversations that teachers orchestrated in the context of 

this study can be found in Table 5.3. On average, the pre-observations discussion 

lasted 26.81 min.; the post-observations discussion had an average length of 26.87 min. 

As a first step, we compared teachers’ MLT in words between pre- and post-

observation. Using a Wilcoxon signed-rank test, our analysis showed that teachers’ 

MLT was lower in the post-observation (M = 13.61, SD = 2.20) compared to the pre-

observation (M = 15.86 SD = 15.04). However, this difference was not statistically 

significant, z = -1.46, p = 0.14. Furthermore, the number of teacher turns per minute 

did not differ between measurement occasions either, z = -0.37, p = 0.72. 
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 Second, a comparison of the teachers’ use of the dialogic talk moves between 

pre- and post-observation gave us preliminary evidence that our intervention might 

have supported teachers to take up these talk tools (see Figure 5.1 and Figure 5.2). In 

Table 5.4, the number of dialogic talk moves per category that teachers used in 

facilitating classroom conversations, separated per classroom and measurement 

occasion, is shown. We performed a Wilcoxon signed-rank test on the number of 

dialogic talk moves per category (see Figure 5.2) in the pre- and post-observation. This 

showed a significant increase in the number of dialogic talk moves used between both 

measurement occasions, z = -2.02, p = 0.04. 

 

Table 5.4  

Use of teacher talk moves for dialogic classroom talk in the pre- and post-observations for the total sample 

and separated per classroom 

 Total Lotte,  

School X 

Sara,  

School X 

Ellice,  

School Y 

Anne,  

School Y 

 Pre Post Pre Post Pre Post Pre Post Pre Post 

Share, expand, 

clarify 

68 119 13 55 14 15 32 24 9 25 

Listen to one 

another 

3 5 1 2 0 0 1 1 1 2 

Reasoning 34 42 0 6 5 6 7 16 22 14 

Think with 

others 

5 13 0 4 0 1 4 5 1 3 

Metacom-

munication 

6 35 1 8 3 2 1 17 1 8 

Total 116/ 

598 

214/ 

601 

14/ 

152 

75/ 

219 

22/ 

223 

24/ 

104 

45/ 

70 

63/ 

135 

34/ 

153 

51/ 

319 

 

Third, our results (see Figure 5.2) indicate that not all the dialogic talk moves were 

equally taken up by the participating teachers. From pre- to post-observation, the 
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Figure 5.1. Comparison of the four participating teachers’ use of dialogic talk moves before and after the 

intervention shown in percentages of the total number of teacher turns 

 

Figure 5.2. Teachers use of the dialogic talk moves separated by category and measurement occasion in 

percentages of the total number of teacher turns 

 

largest gains (i.e., post – pre) in uptake of the dialogic talk moves were found for 

category 1 (encouraging children to share, expand, or clarify their ideas) and category 
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were respectively 8.43 and 4.82. Furthermore, Figure 5.2 shows that category 2 

(encouraging children to listen to one another) was hardly taken up by the 

participating teachers.  

 Finally, our results indicate that teachers differed in the extent to which they 

seem to have benefitted from the intervention. For example, teacher Ellice from 

school Y was already using many dialogic talk moves at the outset and, on average, 

showed a decrease in her use of dialogic talk moves from pre- to post-observation 

(percentage of dialogic talk moves went from 60.43% to 46.67%). 

Furthermore, some teachers showed mainly gains in the uptake of one specific 

category of talk moves. For example, teacher Lotte from school X showed the largest 

increase in uptake for category 1 (encouraging children to share, expand, or clarify 

their ideas). Although differences in uptake of the dialogic talk moves between 

teachers most likely will exist, an analysis of variance indicated that these differences 

were not statistically significant, F(3) = 0.87, p = 0.48. 

 

Oral	communicative	competence:	individual	level	

In Table 5.5, the descriptive statistics of children’s individual oral communicative 

competence scores are presented with separate columns for the total group and each 

classroom.  

 

Table 5.5 

Descriptive statistics for children’s oral communicative competence pre-, post- and post-post-test (t1, t2, t3) 

scores as measured with the NPT for the total sample and separated per classroom 

 Total Lotte,  

School X 

Sara,  

School X 

Ellice,  

School Y 

Anne,  

School Y 

OCC 

 t1 M (SD) 

 t2 M (SD) 

 t3 M (SD) 

 

26.60 (6.50) 

28.72 (6.15) 

30.41 (5.80) 

 

24.66 (7.19) 

26.00 (5.33) 

28.56 (5.85) 

 

26.78 (6.56) 

29.79 (5.83) 

29.68 (7.62) 

 

25.21 (6.79) 

27.62 (7.64) 

30.69 (6.11) 

 

29.53 (4.60) 

31.24 (3.70) 

31.96 (3.05) 
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The Friedman test indicated there was a significant difference in children’s oral 

communicative competence scores depending on measurement occasion, χ2(2) = 

62.22, p < 0.001. Wilcoxon signed-rank tests were conducted to evaluate whether 

children progressed in their oral communicative competence between each 

measurement occasion. Means and SD’s for each occasion are presented in Table 5.6. 

All comparisons yielded significant differences, indicating that children progressed in 

their oral communicative competence over the course of the intervention: t1-t2, z = -

4.74, p < 0.001; t2-t3, z = -4.55, p < 0.001; t1-t3, z = -6.46, p < 0.001. Effect sizes (r) were 

respectively 0.35 (medium to large), 0.34 (medium to large) and 0.48 (large).  

 

Table 5.6 

Means, Standard Deviations (SD), effect sizes, and ranks for children’s oral communicative competence 

scores on all three measurement occasions  

Time of measurement M SD Effect size 

(r) 

Ranks (positive, tie, 

negative) 

t1 (week 3) 26.60 6.50   

   0.35 69 +; 0 ties; 23 - 

     

t2 (week 8) 28.72 6.15 0.48 76 +; 1 ties; 15 -  

     

   0.34 63 +; 9 ties; 20 - 

t3 (week 17/18) 30.41 5.80   

 

Oral	communicative	competence:	group	level	

In Table 5.3, an overview is given of the key linguistic features of oral communicative 

competence with separate columns for each classroom and measurement occasion 

(i.e., pre- and post-observation).  

 First, we compared children’s relative participation between pre- and post-

observation. Although on average children participated slightly more in classroom 

talk in the post-observation (M = 0.59, SD = 0.04) compared to the pre-observation 
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(M = 0.53, SD = 0.05), a Wilcoxon signed-rank test indicated this difference was not 

statistically significant, z = -1.46, p = 0.14.  

 Second, we compared children’s MLT between pre- and post-observation. 

Using a Wilcoxon signed-rank test, our analysis showed that children’s MLT was 

higher in the post-observation (M = 6.42, SD = 7.65) compared to the pre-observation 

(M = 4.84, SD = 6.30), z = -5.87, p < 0.001. On average, children used significantly more 

words per turn in the post-observation. Differences between classrooms and 

measurement occasion are presented in Figure 5.3. Furthermore, we compared the 

number of children’s ‘long turns’ between pre- and post-observations of classroom 

talk using a cut-off point of the 10 per cent longest turns for our total data set (i.e., 

turns equal to or larger than 13 words). 

 

Figure 5.3. A comparison of children’s Mean Length Turn (MLT) in words between pre- and post-

observations for the total sample and separated per classroom  

 

All children’s turns were dummy coded (1 = long turn; 0 = no-long turn). A Wilcoxon 

signed-rank test indicated that children used more ‘long turns’ in the post-observation 

(M = 0.14, SD = 0.35), compared to the pre-observation (M = 0.08, SD = 0.26), z = -4.14, 

0

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

Total Lotte Sara Ellice Anne

MLT pre MLT post



IMPLEMENTATION OF DIALOGIC CLASSROOM TALK 
 

   101 

p < 0.001. In Figure 5.4, an overview of the differences in the number of ‘long turns’ 

between classrooms and measurement occasion is presented.  

  

Figure 5.4. A comparison of the number of children’s ‘long turns’ between pre- and post-observations of 

classroom talk for the total sample and separated per classroom  

 

Figure 5.5. A comparison of the average number of children’s turns per minute between pre- and post-

observations of classroom talk for the total sample and separated per classroom 
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 Third, we compared the number of child turns per minute – in order to 

control for the difference in length between each classroom discussion – between 

measurement occasion. Figure 5.5 shows that the number of child turns per minute 

differed between pre- and post-observation. On average, the number of children’s 

turns per minute was higher in the post-observation (i.e., 8.09 turns per minute) 

compared to the pre-observation (i.e., 6.41 turns per minute). This difference was not 

statistically significant, z = -1.10, p = 0.27. 

 Finally, we compared the use of children’s key linguistic features of oral 

communicative competence between measurement occasions and classrooms. Figure 

5.6 gives an overview of the frequency of the different key linguistic features separated 

by measurement occasion. A Wilcoxon signed-rank test revealed that there was a 

significant difference in the frequency of key linguistic features used between pre- (M 

= 2.41, SD = 3.84) and post-observations (M = 6.13, SD = 7.64), z = -3.20, p = 0.001. Next, 

we performed analyses of variance to explore differences between classrooms on both 

 

Figure 5.6. Frequency of key linguistic features of oral communicative competence 
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the pre-observation and post-observation. No differences between classrooms were 

found in the pre-observation, F(3) = 0.78, p = 0.52, indicating that children in the 

participating classrooms did not differ significantly in the number of key linguistic 

features they used. However, classrooms differed significantly in the frequency of key 

linguistic features in the post-observation, F(3) = 3.46, p = 0.03. 

 To summarize, at the level of teachers our analyses revealed that (1) their MLT 

was lower in the post-observation (although not statistically significant), (2) they used 

significantly more dialogic talk moves over the course of our intervention, and (3) not 

all categories of dialogic talk moves were equally taken up. With respect to the 

children our analyses showed that (1) they progressed in their oral communicative 

competence during the intervention as measured with a standardized test, (2) they 

used more words per turn (MLT) and more ‘long turns’ in the post-observation, and 

(3) they used more key linguistic features of oral communicative competence in the 

post-observation. 

 

 

5.4	Discussion	

 

In the current study, we designed and evaluated an intervention that aimed to 

promote dialogic classroom talk in early childhood education. Analyses of pre- and 

post-observations of classroom talk suggest that teachers were able to use several 

dialogic talk moves over the course of our intervention to orchestrate classroom talk; 

the frequency of dialogic talk moves used by teachers was higher in the post-

observation. A significant increase in the use of dialogic talk moves might indicate 

that the participating teachers gave children more space to talk, listen, reason, and 

think together. This is supported by our finding that, on average, teachers’ MLT was 

lower and children’s MLT was higher in the post-observation. 

 Not surprisingly, there are differences between teachers in how they 

implemented the intervention in their classrooms, and appropriated the dialogic talk 
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moves (see Figure 5.1). These differences might be explained based on the schools’ 

different pedagogical approaches, and the fact that both schools attracted students 

from different socio-economic backgrounds. School X is a traditional school located 

in small village with mainly children from low-income families. Teachers in school X 

used a traditional curriculum, and the interaction before the intervention in their 

classroom could be characterized as largely monologic. This might explain why they 

used a lower percentage of dialogic talk moves in the pre-observation compared to 

teachers from school Y. School Y, on the other hand, is an innovative school that has 

been working with a play-based, Vygotskian-inspired curriculum (van Oers, 2012b) 

for more than five years. In this approach, teachers and children are already used to 

frequent classroom conversations on various topics. This might explain the relatively 

high percentages of dialogic talk moves that the teachers in school Y used at the 

outset. Furthermore, school Y is located in a big city, and mainly attracts children 

from high-income families. This could explain why children in school Y used more 

key linguistic features of oral communicative competence in the pre-observation.  

 Our findings also indicated that not all categories of dialogic talk moves were 

equally taken up by the participating teachers. In total, teachers used the second 

category of talk moves (encouraging children to listen to one another) only five times 

in the post-observation. This is in line with the findings of the study by O’Connor et 

al. (2015). How can this low use of this category of talk moves be explained? One 

possible explanation might be that this category of talk moves “is not often used in 

adult conversation and carries with it problematic positioning for some teachers” 

(O’Connor et al., 2015, p. 344). In their daily life, teachers (and children) are simply 

not used to encouraging others to listen to one another by saying ‘Who can repeat 

what he/she just said?’ However, given the importance of this category of talk moves 

in building a dialogic classroom culture in which children listen to one another, the 

results of both the O’Connor et al. (2015) and the current study indicate that more 

work needs to be done with this move in professional development with teachers. All-
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in-all, the results of this study suggest that our intervention supported teachers to 

give children more space to talk, listen, reason, and think together.  

 With respect to the children, our analyses yielded several interesting results. 

First, comparisons of children’s oral communicative competence scores on three 

different measurement occasions indicated that our intervention had a significant 

effect (with medium to large effect sizes) on children’s oral communicative abilities. 

This result is also supported by discourse analysis of classroom talk before and after 

the intervention. For example, our analyses showed that children used significantly 

more words (MLT) and took more ‘long turns’ (i.e., turns equal to or larger than 13 

words) in the post-observation. This indicates that children produced more complex 

syntax (Fagan & Iglesias, 2000), and were give more space to participate and talk. This 

increase in children’s participation and space to talk, could indicate that they had 

more opportunities to practice the different facets of their oral communicative 

competence (for example, turn-taking, negotiating meaning, etc.). Next, teachers 

used more metacommunicative moves in the post-observation. This might indicate 

that, over the course of our intervention, children were more frequently encouraged 

to reflect on their communicative performance, and received more feedback on their 

oral communicative competence by their teachers. Related to this is our finding that 

children used significantly more key linguistic features of oral communicative 

competence in the post-observation compared to the pre-observation. Following 

Wegerif et al. (1999; see also Soter et al., 2008), this increase in key linguistic features 

(such as ‘because’, ‘I mean…’, and ‘but’) could indicate that children’s abilities to 

communicate their ideas effectively and ‘work’ their way towards shared 

understanding improved over the course of our intervention.    

 The findings of the current study add to previous research on the benefits of 

dialogically organized classroom talk for children’s learning and development (see for 

example, Kiemer et al., 2015; Nystrand & Gamoran, 1991; Wegerif et al., 1999), and 

shows that even children in early childhood education can benefit from dialogically 

organized classroom talk.   
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Limitations	and	directions	for	future	research	 	

Although this study shows that it is possible to promote dialogic classroom talk in 

early childhood classrooms, it suffers from a number of limitations as well. First, 

participating teachers could select the topics for their classroom discussions 

themselves. Although this might be an advantage in terms of motivation and agency, 

it caused much variation in the topics of classroom discussions (both between and 

within classrooms). As we have argued before, it is important that teachers 

strategically select a ‘discussable’ topic for classroom discussion (van der Veen et al., 

2015). An interesting and discussable topic gives purpose to the conversation and 

might motivate children to engage in discussion. Teachers’ free-choice in selecting 

the topics in the context of this study might have caused variations in children’s levels 

of engagement and motivation. Therefore, we suggest that future studies should give 

teachers either less freedom in selecting the topics of discussion in order to ensure 

comparability between teachers (and/or conditions) (see for example the in vivo study 

by O’Connor et al., 2015); or to support teachers in selecting interesting and 

discussable topics.  

 Second, Mercer (2008) has already argued that research should pay more 

attention to the temporal dimension of classroom talk. However, in this study we only 

used two observations of classroom talk (i.e., pre- and post) to analyze differences in 

teachers’ uptake of dialogic talk moves, and children’s use of key linguistic features of 

oral communicative competence. Although our analyses indicate that teachers made 

their classroom interaction more dialogic and children improved their oral 

communicative competence, it remains unclear how this developed over the course 

of our intervention. Therefore, we suggest that future studies should use a 

longitudinal design to understand how dialogic classroom talk unfolds over time. This 

research could, for example, focus on how moving towards a dialogic classroom 

culture changes teacher-child interaction over time, and how this supports children’s 

news ways of thinking together and using language. Longitudinal studies on dialogic 

classroom talk could also increase our understanding of the relation between 
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particular categories of dialogic talk moves and children’s learning, concept 

formation, motivation, and changing dispositions (see also, O’Connor et al., 2015).  

 Finally, in this study we used a relatively small sample of two schools, four 

teachers, and 92 children. This enabled us to study the implementation and 

enactment of dialogic classroom talk in greater detail. However, the low number of 

participating teachers influenced the power of the statistical tests that we used to 

detect differences between teachers. Furthermore, the exploratory design of the 

current study – i.e., no comparison group was used - does not allow us to determine 

to what extent changes in educational practice, and children’s oral communicative 

competence are attributable to our intervention. The results of this study should, 

therefore, be interpreted with caution and cannot be generalized. Nevertheless, we do 

believe that the current study might advance the research field and educational 

practice in multiple ways: (a) it provides insights for researchers and teacher 

educators interested in implementing dialogic classroom talk in early childhood 

classrooms; (b) it shows how multiple methods (i.e., quantitative analyses and 

discourse analysis) can be mixed (cf. Creswell & Clark, 2007) to study the benefits of 

dialogic classroom talk for children’s (language) learning; (c) the results suggest that 

even very young children have the ability to engage in dialogic classroom talk, and 

that their participation in dialogic talk might support their oral communicative 

competence.  

 It is our hope, in line with Borko, Jacobs, and Koellner (2010), that the results 

of the current small-scaled, exploratory study are the starting point for implementing 

and evaluating dialogic classroom talk in early childhood education on a large scale.  
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Abstract	

The aim of the present study was to investigate the effect of productive classroom 

talk and metacommunication on the development of young children’s oral 

communicative competence and subject matter knowledge. This study can be 

characterized as a quasi-experimental study with a pre-test-intervention-post-test 

design. A total of 21 teachers and 469 children participated in this study. 12 teachers 

were assigned to the intervention condition and participated in a Professional 

Development Program on productive classroom dialogue. Multilevel analyses of 

children’s oral communicative competence pre- and post-test scores indicated that 

our intervention had a significant and moderate to large effect on the development 

of young children’s oral communicative competence. No significant effects were 

found for children’s subject matter knowledge. The results of this study suggest that 

dialogically organized classroom talk is more beneficial than non-dialogical 

classroom talk for the development of children’s oral language skills.  

 

 

6.1	Introduction	

 

In the past decades, research on classroom discourse has received a considerable 

amount of attention in the educational sciences and beyond (for example, Cazden, 

2001; Howe & Abedin, 2013; Resnick, Asterhan, & Clarke, 2015). This body of research 

has provided some support for the claim that dialogically orchestrated classroom 

talk is positively related to children’s (content) learning and development (Kiemer, 

Gröschner, Pehmer, & Seidel, 2015; Nystrand & Gamoran, 1991; Nystrand, Wu, 

Gamoran, Zeiser, & Long, 2003; Wegerif, Mercer, & Dawes, 1999). However, 

according to a recent review on classroom discourse by Howe and Abedin (2013) 

there is a lack of empirical evidence to decide “whether certain modes of 

organization are more beneficial than others” (p. 325) as most of the studies on 

classroom discourse are qualitative in nature. Howe and Abedin suggest, “it is time 
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to take risks” (p. 346) and complement this body of research with quantitative 

studies. Furthermore, most studies on classroom discourse are conducted in the 

upper grades of primary education or in secondary education schools. Much remains 

unknown about the potentials of dialogic classroom talk in early childhood 

classrooms. Besides, most studies on classroom discourse focus on dialogue in small-

group contexts. As many teachers struggle to orchestrate classroom discussion in 

whole-class settings, it might be worthwhile to investigate how dialogic practices 

can be transferred to whole-class contexts. Finally, many studies that report on the 

relation between classroom discourse and children’s learning or development only 

take measurements of children’s subject matter knowledge or their reasoning skills 

into account. Much remains unknown about the benefits of dialogically organized 

classroom talk for the development of children’s communication or pragmatic 

language skills. In this article, therefore, we will focus on the possibilities of 

dialogically organized classroom talk in whole-class settings – which we will refer to 

as productive classroom dialogue (van der Veen, van Kruistum, & Michaels, 2015) - 

for the development of young children’s oral communicative competence.  

 

Productive	classroom	dialogue	

The concept of productive classroom dialogue (PCD) is rooted in Sarah Michael’s 

and Cathy O’Connor’s (2012; 2015) work on classroom talk. In PCD “teachers aim to 

break away from interaction patterns that are predominantly teacher-steered and 

based on recitation” (van der Veen et al., 2015, p. 321) and to move beyond the well-

known and often used Initiation-Response-Evaluation (IRE) sequence (see Cazden, 

2001; see also the examples in Table 6.3.). IRE sequences follow a recitation format in 

which the teacher poses a closed question, one student (or multiple students in 

chorus) gives a short response, and the teacher evaluates the correctness of this 

response. In PCD, however, children are given space to say more, carefully listen to 

one another, reason, and think together (Michaels & O’Connor, 2012). It aims for a 

classroom culture in which children take each other seriously and move beyond the 
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boundaries of their own thinking and understanding. Furthermore, it intends to 

improve children’s understandings and communicative abilities by collaboratively 

producing and negotiating new ideas.  

 

Productive talk moves 

In PCD, teachers have several talk moves at their disposal that can be used to 

orchestrate classroom talk. These talk moves can be seen as tools (Michaels & 

O’Connor, 2015) that teachers can use to encourage children to (a) share, expand or 

clarify their initial ideas (Can you say more about it?), (b) listen to one another and 

take other’s ideas seriously (Who think they understood what X said and can put it 

into their own words?), (c) deepen their reasoning (Why do you think that?), and (d) 

think with each other and build on each other’s ideas (Can you add onto his idea? Do 

you agree/disagree? Why?). The use of these talk moves has turned out to be 

strongly related to children’s academic learning (O’Connor, Michaels, & Chapin, 

2015) as they open up the conversation and support teachers to move beyond 

Initiation-Reponses-Evaluation sequences. A detailed overview of the talk moves 

used in this study can be found in Appendix A.  

 

Metacommunicative moves  

In our work on classroom talk, we have added a category to Michaels’ and 

O’Connor’s set of talk moves: the metacommunicative moves. These moves are 

pedagogical strategies that teachers can use to explicitly reflect on children’s 

communicative performance; they support talk about talk (see Appendix A). The 

importance of the use of metacommunication in young children’s classroom talk 

derives from the work of Robinson and Robinson (1983). In their experiments, they 

showed that young children are often unaware of ambiguities and 

misunderstandings in communication. Robinson and Robinson (1982; 1983) found 

that making non-comprehension explicit (for example, by saying I don’t 

know/understand what you mean) is more effective in supporting children’s 
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communicative understanding and performance, than when the listener interprets 

the speaker’s utterance (for example, by saying Is it the big one?). The work by 

Robinson and Robinson (1982; 1983; see also Lyster, 2004) has shown that 

metacommunicative moves support both children’s communicative understanding 

and performance. Furthermore, Wegerif et al. (1999) already emphasized the 

importance of the use of conversational ground rules to support classroom talk. We 

argue that these conversational ground rules also support talk about talk as they can 

be used to reflect on children’s communicative performance.  

 

Children’s	oral	communicative	competence	

From a sociocultural perspective, children’s oral communicative abilities are 

considered an important mediator for self-regulation, learning, and thinking (van 

Oers, Wardekker, Elbers, & van der Veer, 2008; Whitebread, Mercer, Howe, & 

Tolmie, 2013). According to Mercer (2008), “learning is mediated through dialogue” 

(p. 35). Consequently, investing in children’s oral communicative competence may 

contribute to the improvement of the quality of classroom dialogue and children’s 

learning. Furthermore, children’s oral language abilities are positively related to 

their social participation and acceptance (for example, van der Wilt, van Kruistum, 

van der Veen, & van Oers, 2016). As oral language competence is the first language-

based competence children develop – and a prerequisite for children’s participation 

in classroom talk - we argue it is important for teachers to pay attention to it from 

an early age in a systematic and goal-oriented way. Following the work of 

Schiefelbusch and Pickar (1984) and Celce-Murcia (2008), we use the term oral 

communicative competence to emphasize that it is about the combination of 

knowledge, skills and attitudes that “enables a speaker to communicate effectively 

and appropriately in social contexts” (Schiefelbush & Pickar, 1984, p. ix; see also 

Embrechts, Mugge, & van Bon, 2005). In order for children to communicate 

successfully, it is not enough only to focus on the systemic and formal aspects of 

language use (grammar, pronunciation; see Celce-Murcia, 2008; Embrechts et al., 
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2005), but also to include a more communicative focus which entails practicing the 

different aspects of social interaction in meaningful activities such as classroom talk 

(Roth & Spekman, 1984). However, a recent review of empirical research on oral 

language education in the Netherlands and Flanders indicated that much remains 

unknown about how teachers can support children’s oral communicative abilities 

through classroom talk (Bonset & Hoogeveen, 2011).  

 

Current	study	and	research	question	

In the current study, we investigated the effect of an intervention aimed at 

increasing the use of productive talk and metacommunication in classroom talk on 

the development of young children’s oral communicative competence. As the 

relation between dialogically organized classroom talk and children’s content 

learning is not yet firmly established, we also studied the effect on children’s subject 

matter knowledge. Finally, we were interested in the following control variables: sex, 

age, home language, and socioeconomic status. Previous research has indicated that 

there might be early sex differences in children’s language abilities, with girls 

performing slightly better than boys (Wallentin, 2008). This sex difference, however, 

disappears over time. Furthermore, young children’s language abilities rapidly 

increase over time when they enter preschool (for example, Nærland, 2011; Tuijl & 

Leseman, 2007). A longitudinal study by Tuijl and Leseman (2007) suggests that a 

non-Dutch home language moderates the growth in language abilities for children 

attending preschool. Furthermore, a strong relation is often reported between socio-

economic status and children’s language proficiency and academic achievement 

(Bradley & Corwyn, 2002).  

 Using a pre-test-intervention-post-test design, this study was conducted to 

answer the following research question: What is the effect of an intervention aimed 

at increasing teachers’ use of productive talk and metacommunicative moves on the 

level of young children’s oral communicative competence and subject matter 

knowledge? 
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6.2	Method	

 

Participants	

A total of 21 Dutch teachers (and 21 classes) from 11 primary education schools in the 

Netherlands participated in the study: 12 in the intervention condition (PCD-

condition) and nine in the comparison condition (non-PCD condition). Each 

participating school contained a maximum of three participating teachers. The 

schools were distributed throughout the Netherlands and varied in size, population, 

and context (i.e., urban vs. rural). All participating teachers were women with a 

mean age of 43.7 years (range 30–58 years). Their average amount of teaching 

experience was 15.6 years. Table 6.1 shows descriptive statistics for the most 

important teacher and classroom characteristics separated for the comparison and 

the intervention group. Independent-samples t-tests showed no significant 

differences between participating teachers in both conditions for age, years of 

experience, class size, and number of work days per week. However, a statistically 

significant difference was found between classrooms for socioeconomic status (class 

mean), t(467) = -8.31, p < 0.001, with children from classrooms in the intervention 

condition on average having a higher socioeconomic status.  

 

Table 6.1 

Descriptive statistics for teacher and classroom characteristics separated for the comparison and 

intervention group.  

 Comparison group (Nnon-PCD = 9) Intervention group (NPCD = 12) 

 M SD Range M SD Range 

Age (years) 43.11 9.79 30-56 44.16 9.62 30-58 

Years of experience 14.33 6.44 7-25 16.58 8.62 4-30 

Class size  22.22 5.12 13-28 23.17 4.99 14-29 

Days working 

Socioeconomic status 

3.28 

2.39 

1.48 

0.41 

1.0-5.0 

1.8-3.0 

3.59 

2.64 

1.00 

0.23 

1.5-5.0 

2.2-3.0 

Note. Socioeconomic status was aggregated on the classroom level and was measured by averaging both 

parents’ level of education (1 = low, 2 = medium, 3 = high) 
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469 children (52.9% boys) participated in this study of whom 273 (58.3%) 

were in the intervention group and 196 in the comparison group. The children were 

aged between 3.8 years and 6.5 years, with a mean age of 5.0 years. In primary 

schools in the Netherlands, it is common practice to have children between roughly 

4.0 and 6.5 years of age in one classroom. Table 6.2 shows descriptive statistics for 

children’s most important demographics. Independent-samples t-tests indicated 

that there were no significant differences between children in both conditions for 

age, sex, home language, and ethnicity. 

 

Table 6.2 

Descriptive statistics for children’s demographic information for the total sample, comparison group, and 

intervention group. 

 Total sample Comparison group Intervention group 

N 469 196 273 

Age range 

 M (SD) 

3.8-6.5 

5.0 (7.7) 

3.9 -6.5 

4.9 (7.9) 

3.8-6.4 

5.0 (7.5) 

Sex 

 Girls 

 Boys 

 

47.1% 

52.9% 

 

46.9% 

53.1% 

 

47.3% 

52.7% 

Home language     

 Dutch as first 

language 

 Dutch as second 

 language 

Dutch ethnicity 

80.8% 

19.2% 

 

73.8% 

83.2% 

16.8% 

 

73.0% 

79.1% 

20.9% 

 

74.4% 

Note. Home language refers to the dominant language spoken at home. Mean age in years, standard 

deviations in months 

 

Procedure	

In order to recruit teachers to participate in this study, we sent out a call to the 

schools in our network and via several social media such as Twitter. Interested 

teachers were visited to give them more information about the study. They were 

then alternately assigned to either the intervention or comparison group in order of 
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date of visitation (teachers from the first school visited were allocated to the 

intervention condition, teachers from the second school to the comparison 

condition, etc.). The study ran during the school year 2014/2015. 

Teachers in the intervention condition participated in a Professional 

Development Program (PDP) on productive classroom dialogue. The PDP consisted 

of a 2-3 h workshop on productive classroom dialogue, five classroom conversations 

(once a week) which enabled teachers to practice the use of productive talk and 

metacommunicative moves, followed by reflection sessions in which episodes from 

the video recordings of those lessons were watched. In these reflection sessions, 

there was a strong focus on pedagogy (i.e., productive classroom talk) as this is seen 

as vital for the effectiveness of PDP’s (van Veen, Zwart, Meirink, & Verloop, 2010). 

During the workshop, the theory of dialogic classroom talk, the talk moves (see 

Appendix A) and the development of children’s oral communicative competence 

were discussed and video examples of classroom talk were watched and analyzed.  

All teachers orchestrated the same six classroom conversations related to 

the theme ‘what animal is that?’. In each classroom conversation, the children and 

teacher talked about a different animal and discussed, for example, how this animal 

eats, whether it is a male or female, if they would want it as a pet and why, etc. In 

the first classroom conversation children talked about the platypus and in the final 

conversation they talked about the ladybug. In both conditions, the first and final 

classroom conversations were video recorded. In this article, we will not report on 

the analysis of the video observations, but rather focus on the effectiveness of our 

intervention for the development of children’s oral communicative competence and 

subject matter knowledge.  

 All children were individually tested on their oral communicative 

competence and their knowledge about the animals discussed in the different 

conversations one week before (pre) and one week after (post) the six-week 

intervention. Tests were administered at a quiet place inside the school by one of the 
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trained test-assistants. Administration of the tests took approximately 25 min per 

child. All tests were audiotaped so they could be scored afterwards.  

 Background information on children (age, sex, home language, 

socioeconomic status) was obtained via the administration offices of each of the 

participating schools. Furthermore, all participating teachers filled out an online 

questionnaire in order to obtain background information.  

	

Measures	

Oral communicative competence 

Children’s oral communicative competence was measured using the Nijmegen Test 

of Pragmatics (NPT; Embrechts et al., 2005). The reliability and validity of the NPT 

are high (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.92; Embrechts et al., 2005). The NPT measures the 

pragmatic skills of children aged 4-7 and was found to be reliable in the current 

study (omega = 0.91, GLB = 0.94, Cronbach’s alpha = 0.91; based on pre-test scores). 

In order to establish the inter-rater reliability, 5% of all administered tests were 

independently scored by a second rater. With a Cohen’s Kappa of 0.86 the inter-

rater reliability of the NPT was found to be strong (Landis & Koch, 1977; McHugh, 

2012).  

 The NPT uses a scale model of a house, nine associated pictures of different 

rooms in the house, and a standardized protocol. Through a story about the family 

living in the house, different communicative and conversational responses are 

elicited (for example, test leader: “What game do you like to play?”; Child: [names a 

game]; test leader: “I don’t know that game. How is it played?”; child: [gives an 

explanation]; as soon as there is an occasion, the test leader interrupts by saying: 

“Huh, I don’t understand that”). 37 items of the NPT were used in this study and each 

item was scored dichotomously: 1 for a correct and 0 for an incorrect response (in 

case of the previous example, the child has to show it can repeat something when 

his/her previous reply is unclear: [repetition or verbal explanation of what the child 

said before=1] and [no response or inadequate response=0]).  
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Subject matter knowledge 

Children’s subject matter knowledge was measured using a verbal Subject Matter 

Knowledge Test (SMKT) with 15 items that was developed within the context of this 

study (see Appendix C). Children had to answer several questions related to the 

animals that were discussed in the six different classroom conversations (see 

Procedure). The SMKT contains 12 closed and three more open questions and 

several pictures of animals that are used to elicit a response (for example, test leader: 

“On which of the following four images do you see an ant?” Child: [has to point at the 

right image]. An example of an open question: “What do you know about ants? Can 

you tell more?” Child: [has to tell what (s)he knows about ants]). 12 items were scored 

dichotomously: 1 for a correct and 0 for an incorrect response. On the three open 

questions children could score 0, 1 or 2 points depending on the richness of their 

answer (in case of the previous example: [the child knows a lot about ants and can 

tell three or more different things = 2], [the child knows two different things = 1] and 

[the child knows only one thing, talks about something else or tells things that are 

incorrect = 0]). Analysis showed this test to have an acceptable internal consistency 

(omega = 0.71, GLB = 0.78, Cronbach’s alpha = 0.69). Furthermore, 5% of all 

administered tests were independently scored by a second rater to establish the 

inter-rater reliability. With a Cohen’s Kappa of 0.85 the inter-rater reliability of the 

SMKT was found to be strong (Landis & Koch, 1977; McHugh, 2012). 

 

Intervention fidelity  

To evaluate the extent to which our intervention was implemented as planned, we 

focused on five key elements of intervention fidelity: design, Professional 

Development Program (PDP), intervention delivery, intervention receipt, and 

intervention enactment (cf., Smith, Daunic, & Taylor, 2007). The design of our 

intervention and associated PDP were piloted in an earlier study (van der Veen, van 

Oers, & Michaels, 2014). Classroom conversations were designed to take place over 

approximately 30 min once a week and were found to fit appropriately within the 
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curriculum. Pre- and post-observations in both conditions indicated that teachers 

adhered to our teacher manual and were able to conduct all six classroom 

conversations accordingly.  

 Our PDP was delivered by the first author of this article who had experience 

in teacher professional development. Teachers in the intervention condition all 

received the same PDP to ensure systematic delivery across teachers and to 

maximize fidelity of intervention delivery. Furthermore, the first author had weekly 

meetings with teachers in the intervention condition to reflect on their performance, 

to answer questions related to the intervention and to ensure they understood the 

intervention (intervention receipt).  

 To evaluate intervention enactment, all video recorded post-observations for 

teachers in both conditions were viewed and checked against our teacher manual. 

No abnormalities were found. Furthermore, a five-minute episode of each video was 

coded for productive talk and metacommunicative moves (Appendix A). In order to 

capture teacher-student interaction, we started coding five min after the start of 

each classroom conversation. Frequency of productive and metacommunicative 

teacher moves as percentage of the total number of teacher turns were compared 

between conditions. An independent-samples t-test indicated that teachers in the 

intervention condition used significantly more productive talk moves (44.12% of 

teacher turns coded as productive talk moves) compared to teachers in the 

comparison condition (16.46% of teacher turns coded as productive talk moves), 

t(19) = -4.69, p < 0.001 .  

 

Analyses	

Missing data  

In the final data set, there were multiple missing data points on the outcome 

variables (i.e., children’s oral communicative competence and subject matter 

knowledge) and pre-test scores. Percentages of missing data points ranged from 7.2 

until 7.5% for the outcome variables, and 4.1 until 4.3% for the pre-test scores. 
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Multiple imputation, a strategy aiming to replace missing data (Little & Rubin, 2002) 

was used after verifying whether missing values were randomly distributed. Little’s 

MCAR test indicated data was not Missing Completely At Random (MCAR), χ2(11) = 

33.94, p < 0.001. However, missing data on children’s pre- and post-test scores were 

beyond our control (e.g., children were not at school because of illness, moved to 

another school or class, etc.) and, therefore, the distribution of missing values is 

unknown (cf., Schafer & Graham, 2002). We decided to assume our data to be 

Missing At Random (MAR). Schafer and Graham (2002) argue that this assumption 

of MAR cannot be tested, but Collins, Schafer, and Kam (2001) demonstrated that a 

false assumption of MAR hardly influences the estimates and standard errors. 

Furthermore, Schafer and Graham (2002) argue that in most realistic applications 

“departures from MAR are not large enough to effectively invalidate the results of an 

MAR-based analysis” (p. 164). Thus, assuming our data to be MAR, even though they 

might in fact Not be Missing At Random (NMAR) would not have detrimental 

effects on our imputed estimates and standard errors. Furthermore, replacing 

missing values was necessary as analyses required complete and comparable datasets 

and appropriate sensitivity (power) of the statistical tests. Using the multiple 

imputation procedure in SPSS 21.0, m = 50 complete datasets were produced in 

which missing data points were imputed with estimated values. The imputed 

datasets were used in subsequent analyses.  

 

Multilevel analyses 

To answer our research question, multilevel modelling was applied in order to 

correct for the hierarchical structure of the data. Measurements of children’s 

outcome variables (level 1, N = 469) were nested within classrooms (level 2, N = 21), 

nested within schools (level 3, N = 11). For this purpose, linear mixed model 

procedures (SPSS 21.0) with maximum likelihood (ML) estimations were carried out 

following the procedures of Snijders and Bosker (2004). As a first step, intercept-

only models (null models) were fitted for both dependent variables, estimating the 
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mean level of children’s oral communicative competence and subject matter 

knowledge, while taking the variance for level 1 (children), level 2 (classrooms), and 

level 3 (schools) measurements into account. To test the multilevel structure of the 

data, the amount of variance explained on each level was calculated using intraclass 

correlation coefficients. The intraclass correlation coefficients (ICC) in our intercept-

only models indicated that the school level did not explain additional variance above 

the classroom level. Therefore, analyses were continued by fitting random intercept, 

two-level hierarchical models for each of the outcome variables.  

Subsequently, control variables were included in the intercept-only models 

at both the child and classroom level, while testing the main effects and interaction 

effects. On the child level, sex (dummy coded, boy = 0), age, children’s pre-test 

scores on respectively the NPT and SMKT, children’s home language (dummy 

coded, Dutch as a first language = 0) were included. On the classroom level, 

condition (dummy coded, comparison condition = 0) and an aggregated class mean 

of children’s socioeconomic status were added. Children’s socioeconomic status was 

measured by averaging both parents’ levels of education (1 = low, 2 = medium, 3 = 

high). For the sake of parsimony, control variables that yielded non-significant 

results in all of the model estimations were excluded from the final model. Control 

variables were included one-by-one using a step-up model building strategy (West, 

Welch, & Galecki, 2007). According to Kim, Anderson and Keller (2013; see also 

Ryoo, 2011) “the step-up approach tends to identify the true model in simulations 

more effectively than the top-down method” (p. 408). 

Each model was compared with the intercept-only model using AIC and BIC 

fit indices (lower indices indicate a better fitting model) and likelihood ratio tests to 

test for model improvement. Furthermore, decisions on whether parameters should 

be included in the final model were also made based on the theoretical relevance of 

each parameter for the final model. Effect sizes were calculated using the procedures 

suggested by Tymms (2004), using Cohen’s d for comparing differences between 
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groups and Pearson correlation coefficients (r) for comparing the relationship 

between two continuous variables. All results were tested with an alpha of 0.05.  

 

 

6.3	Results	

 

Examples	of	productive	and	non-productive	classroom	dialogue		

For illustrative purposes and to support replication of our study, in tables 6.3 and 6.4 

we will provide two examples of post-observation interaction fragments from 

classroom conversations in the intervention and comparison condition. These 

examples reflect the previously reported higher frequency of productive talk moves 

in the intervention condition (see Section on Intervention fidelity). Please note that 

this does not mean that productive talk moves were absent in classroom 

conversations in the comparison condition. In both examples, the topic of the 

classroom conversation is the ladybug. Children have seen a short movie on a flying 

ladybug and are talking about how the ladybug can fly. Table 6.3 shows an excerpt 

from a post-observation classroom conversation in the intervention condition. In 

this productive classroom dialogue, the teacher uses several talk moves to give 

children space to say more, listen to one another, reason and think together. 

Furthermore, children’s utterances are relatively long, they take an effort to 

understand each other, and they are referring to other students’ ideas and are 

thinking with each other without the teacher’s mediation.  

 

Table 6.3 

Example of a productive classroom dialogue (post-observation, intervention condition) 

01 T: Dex, will you explain again?   Say more move 

02 

03 

S1: Look, I saw that red part [shield of the ladybug] when it was going to 

fly. 
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04 

05 

S2: And then – that was actually. I think he means that it is protection for 

his wing. Not for itself. 

 S2 refers to 

contribution S1 

06 S3: But also for itself a little bit.   

07 S1: Yeah, that’s also what I meant.   

08 T: But – um, um – Dana, you were saying that it has protection for its?  Revoicing move 

09 

10 

S2: Um, um – [wings]. For his wings [yeah]. Because otherwise it will 

damage its wings and then, then he won’t be able to fly very good.  

  

11 S4: Like a butterfly [yeah]   

12 

13 

S2: No, because a butterfly has its own wings, but a ladybug goes like. If 

you look very carefully – his wings – that red thing goes up like this. 

 S2 disagrees with 

S4 

14 T: Yeah.   

15 S2: So that’s how they can fly.   

16 

17 

18 

T: So, let me see if I understand. You are saying, the red part um that’s the 

shield. And that covers his wings [yeah] to protect its wings? [yeah]. Is 

that what you’re saying? 

 Revoicing move 

19 S2: Yeah!   

20 

21 

S4: No, its wings are under [emphasis added] the red things.  

[yeah] 

 S4 refers to 

contribution S2 

22 S1: Yeah, that’s what I meant.    

Note. T=teacher. S=student.  

 

 Table 6.4 is a fragment from a post-observation classroom conversation in 

the comparison condition. This excerpt is an example of a non-productive classroom 

dialogue that is dominantly teacher-steered and in which the teacher uses many 

Initiation-Response-Evaluation sequences. The teacher asks mainly closed-questions 

(initiations), followed by a short response by a student, after which the teacher 
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evaluates these responses. Furthermore, in this example students do not think 

together, address each other or build upon each other’s ideas.  

 

Table 6.4 

Example of a non-productive classroom dialogue (post-observation, comparison condition) 

01 

02 

T: What do we see exactly if we look at the picture [of the ladybug] on the 

screen, what do we see, Almira?  

 Open question 

03 S1: [inaudible] his wings.    

04 T: You can see his wings. And what do you see on its wings?   Initiation (I) 

05 S1: Dots.  Response (R) 

06 

07 

T: Yeah, dots, that’s correct.  

And how many dots do you see?  

 Evaluation (E) – 

(I) 

08 S2: One, two, three, four, five.   Response (R) 

09 

10 

11 

T:  We can see five dots now, right [stands up and points at the picture on 

the screen]. There are one, two, three dots on this side, one in the 

middle, and one here. Could there also be two dots on the other side?  

 Evaluation (E) 

 

Initiation (I) 

12 S3: Yeah.   Response (R) 

13 

14 

15 

16 

17 

T: Just like here, right. We just saw that in the movie, huh. There were 

seven dots. There are many different types of ladybugs. What does the 

ladybug look like? We have already mentioned that his back is red. 

Does any of you know how that’s called? How do we call the back of a 

ladybug? They just mentioned it [in the movie]. 

 Evaluation (E) 

 

 

Initiation (I) 

18 S4: A shield.  Response (R) 

19 

20 

21 

T: It’s called a shield, very good Luke, you did pay attention. Actually, it 

has two shields on his back. He can open this side and it can also open 

that side. And what is under it, under the shield, Anton?  

 Evaluation (E) 

 

Initiation (I) 

22 S5: Wings.  Response (R) 
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23 

24 

25 

T: Wings. And are these wings also hard, Sam? Are they just as hard as the 

shield on top, the wings? [Sam nods yes]. You think they are. Who 

thinks something else, Fiona? 

 Evaluation (E) 

Agree-disagree 

move (4.1) 

26 

27 

T: His wings, are they also thick, just as thick as its shield or are his wings 

very thin? 

 Initiation (I) 

28 S6: Very thin.  Response (R) 

Note. T=teacher. S=student.  

 

Preliminary	analyses		

The descriptive statistics of the pre- and post-test measures are presented in table 

6.5 for the total sample and both conditions separately. Children’s oral 

 

Table 6.5 

Descriptive statistics for children’s oral communicative competence and subject matter knowledge pre- and 

post-test scores per condition and for the total sample 

Measure Total   Intervention condition Comparison condition 

 Valid n M SD Valid n M SD Valid n M SD 

OCC 

 Pre-test 

 Post-test 

 

450 

435 

 

23.91 

27.68 

 

8.08 

7.43 

 

263 

253 

 

24.01 

28.85 

 

7.83 

6.82 

 

187 

182 

 

23.76 

26.05 

 

8.45 

7.94 

Knowledge 

 Pre-test 

 Post-test 

 

449 

434 

 

9.48 

11.62 

 

2.99 

3.14 

 

263 

252 

 

10.05 

11.91 

 

2.93 

3.07 

 

186 

182 

 

8.68 

11.22 

 

2.89 

3.21 

Note. OCC = Oral communicative competence. N = 469, valid n reports the number of valid cases prior to 

multiple imputation of missing data.  

 

communicative competence pre-test scores did not differ between conditions, F(1, 

448) = 0.11, p = 0.74. Children’s subject matter knowledge pre-test scores, however, 

did significantly differ between conditions, F(1, 448) = 24.21, p < 0.001. Children in 

the intervention condition scored higher on the subject matter knowledge pre-test 
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(M = 10.05, SD = 2.93) than children in the comparison condition (M = 8.68, SD = 

2.89).  

 

Multilevel	analyses	

Intercept-only multilevel models 

In table 6.6, the intercept-only multilevel models for measures of children’s oral 

communicative competence and subject matter knowledge are presented.  

 Intraclass correlations (ICC) indicated that 14.56% of the variance in oral 

communicative competence was attributable to the classroom level. Furthermore, 

14.97% of the variance in measures of children’s subject matter knowledge could be 

attributed to variability on the classroom level. This indicated that the use of 

multilevel modeling was warranted (Heck, Thomas, & Tabata, 2010; Hox & Roberts, 

2010).  

 

Final multilevel models 

In this paragraph, we will present the final multilevel models for each of the 

outcome variables. Table 6.7 shows the final models for children’s oral 

communicative competence and subject matter knowledge post-test scores. The 

multilevel analyses revealed there is a statistically significant and strong effect of age 

on both outcome variables, t(431) = 2.61, p = 0.009, r = 0.51 for children’s oral 

communicative competence and t(449) = 4.51, p < 0.001, r = 0.44 for children’s 

subject matter knowledge with older children having higher oral communicative 

competence and subject matter knowledge scores. A positive relation with small to 

moderate effects was found between children’s home language and both outcome 

variables, t(449) = 2.19, p = 0.029, d = 0.40 for children’s oral communicative 

competence and t(460) = 2.79, p = 0.005, d = 0.30 for children’s subject matter 

knowledge. On average, oral communicative competence gain scores (calculated as 

post-test score–pre-test score) were slightly higher for children with Dutch as a 

second language (M = 3.68, SE = 0.14) compared to children with Dutch as a first  
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language (M = 3.65, SE = 0.05). This difference in gain scores was not statistically 

significant, t(2895) = -0.05, p = 0.96. Socioeconomic status (class mean) was found to 

have a positive but small effect on children’s oral communicative competence scores, 

t(17) = 1.78, p = 0.024, r = 0.19, with high levels of socioeconomic status (averaged on 

the classroom level) associated with high levels of oral communicative competence. 

Finally, no significant sex differences were found for both outcome variables.  

 

Effects of condition 

The final multilevel model with condition as predictor at the classroom level 

revealed that the PDP on productive classroom dialogue (i.e., our intervention) had 

a significant and moderate to large effect on children’s oral communicative 

competence post-test scores as compared to the comparison condition, even after 

controlling for several variables at the child level and classroom level, t(18) = -3.44, 

p= 0.001, d = 0.62. The final model with children’s subject matter knowledge as 

outcome variable did not reveal a significant effect of condition, t(22) = 0.67, p = 0.5, 

d = 0.09. On average, subject matter knowledge gain scores (calculated as post-test 

score–pre-test score) were higher for children in the comparison condition (M = 

2.53, SE = 0.19) than for children in the intervention condition (M = 1.77, SD = 0.15). 

 

 

6.4	Discussion		

 

This study investigated the effect of an intervention aimed at increasing the use of 

productive talk and metacommunication in classroom talk on the development of 

young children’s oral communicative competence and subject matter knowledge. 

Multilevel models revealed that teachers’ participation in a Professional 

Development Program (PDP) on productive classroom dialogue (i.e., the 

intervention condition) had a significant and moderate to large effect on the level of 

young children’s oral communicative competence. Final multilevel models did not 
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reveal a significant effect of the PDP on the level of children’s subject matter 

knowledge. Our findings add to previous studies on the value of dialogically 

organized classroom talk for children’s (content) learning and development (for 

example, Kiemer et al., 2015; Nystrand & Gamaron, 1991; O’Connor, Michaels, & 

Chapin, this issue) and their oral communicative competence (van der Veen et al., 

2014). 

 Howe and Abedin (2013) state in their review on classroom dialogue that 

dialogically organized classroom talk in small-group settings is beneficial for 

children’s learning. They hypothesize that this is likely to be the case for whole-class 

settings, but due to limited availability of quantitative, quasi-experimental studies it 

remains unknown to what extent dialogically organized talk in whole-class settings 

is indeed beneficial for student performance (Howe & Abedin, 2013). Orchestrating 

productive classroom dialogue in whole-group settings is a complex endeavor in 

which teachers have to manage many things at the same time (O’Connor et al., 

2017). This is even more complex in early childhood education settings: young 

children have a hard time regulating their behavior (for example, waiting to take a 

turn to talk) and are still learning to sit still, concentrate and listen to one another. 

In our study we were able to confirm Howe’s and Abedin’s hypothesis and show (1) 

that teachers in early childhood classrooms are able to learn to orchestrate whole-

class dialogic talk through participation in a PDP and using a set of productive and 

metacommunicative talk moves, and (2) that dialogically organized talk in whole-

group settings is beneficial for student performance, in particular children’s oral 

communicative competence.  

 Apart from the effect of our intervention for children’s oral communicative 

competence, our analyses showed that age and children’s dominant home language 

had a strong effect on children’s oral communicative competence scores. The effect 

of age is in line with previous studies and indicates that children’s language and 

communicative abilities rapidly develop during early childhood education (for 

example, Nærland, 2011) and give them increasing possibilities to successfully 
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interact in different social situations. Our multilevel model indicates that 

participating in dialogically organized classroom talk contributes to the 

development of children’s oral communicative competence even after controlling for 

age. Furthermore, our analyses show that participating in productive classroom 

dialogue is equally beneficial for children with Dutch as their first language spoken 

at home as for children with Dutch as their second language; children with Dutch as 

a second language even benefit slightly more. This is in line with a previous study by 

Tuijl and Leseman (2007) in which they showed that children with a non-Dutch 

home language gained higher verbal intelligence scores from attending preschool in 

which there was a strong focus on language education. In dialogic classroom talk, 

children are supported to share ideas, listen to one another, reason, and think 

together. As such, children are given the possibility to meaningfully practice the 

different aspects of communication and social interaction that will, consequently, 

support the development of their oral communicative competence. 

Surprisingly, our analyses did not reveal a significant effect of condition for 

children’s subject matter knowledge. Gain scores even indicated that children 

gained more subject matter knowledge from participating in non-productive 

classroom dialogue compared to participating in dialogically organized classroom 

talk. Previous research, however, suggests that participating in dialogically 

organized classroom talk is positively related to children’s performance in English 

literature (Nystrand & Gamoran, 1991), mathematics (O’Connor et al., 2017), and 

non-verbal reasoning (Wegerif et al., 1999). How can the results of our study be 

explained? A first explanation might be that we used a verbal knowledge test that 

was not standardized or piloted due to time constraints. A second explanation is 

related to the equivalence of content (or subject matter) between both conditions in 

our study. Although all teachers carried out the same six classroom conversations on 

animals and had access to the same teaching materials, we were not able to control 

the ideas shared and questions asked between both conditions. Our video 

observations indicate that students in the intervention condition often came up with 
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unexpected questions or ideas that deepened their reasoning (see also O’Connor, 

2001; O’Connor et al., 2017; Table 6.3) and guided the conversations in new 

directions. Consequently, classroom conversations in the intervention condition did 

not always cover all the content from the teaching manual. Conversations in the 

comparison condition were often highly structured, teacher-steered, and therefore 

covered mostly all the content from the teaching manual (see Table 6.4). A 

difference in content or subject matter knowledge between both conditions might 

explain why children in the comparison condition gained more subject matter 

knowledge over the duration of our intervention. In order to gain more insight into 

the value of dialogically organized classroom talk for children’s learning and 

development, future research should also aim to control content between conditions 

and classrooms as much as possible. Another limitation of our study is that we 

measured oral communicative competence - a complex, multifaceted competence – 

using only one instrument. Future studies should attempt to take more elements of 

children’s oral communicative competence into account, such as listening skills, 

attitude, and theory of mind.  

To conclude, the present study showed that an intervention in which 

teachers learn to use productive talk moves and metacommunicative moves in the 

context of whole-group classroom talk with young children has a significant and 

moderate to large effect on the development of children’s oral communicative 

competence. Future research should further explore whether this effect sustains over 

time and how each of the talk moves and associated teacher-child interaction 

sequences contribute to this effect. Furthermore, it is worthwhile to explore the 

differences in children’s learning, thinking, and communicative development in the 

context of productive and non-productive classroom dialogue. For example, do 

children who are inducted into dialogically organized classroom talk over a longer 

period of time learn to think differently (i.e., reasoning, thinking together, listening) 

and do they become more competent communicators? The results of those studies 

and analyses might add to the available empirical evidence of the benefits of 
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productive classroom talk, and support teachers in establishing a dialogically 

organized classroom culture. Howe and Abedin (2013) suggested “it is time to take 

risks” (p. 346) and to also use quantitative methods to examine whether dialogically 

organized classroom talk is more beneficial than other modes of organization. Was 

it worthwhile to take this risk? We believe it was.  
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7.1	Summary	and	contributions	of	this	dissertation	

 

The aims of this dissertation were to explore the concept of dialogic (or productive) 

classroom talk; theorize how dialogic classroom talk contributes to children’s 

dialogical capacities using both cultural-historical activity theory and Dialogical Self 

Theory; develop and implement an intervention to promote dialogic classroom talk 

in early childhood education; and to investigate the effect of dialogic classroom talk 

on young children’s oral communicative competence. Conceptual explorations (part 

1) were combined with theory-driven empirical studies (part 2) to advance the field of 

research on classroom talk and dialogue and to contribute to the improvement of 

educational practice.  

 In chapter 1, we presented the theoretical framework that was used in this 

dissertation, briefly described our methodological perspective and the context (i.e., 

early childhood classroom in the Netherlands) in which our research was conducted, 

and presented the outline of this dissertation.  

 

Conceptual	explorations	of	dialogic	classroom	talk	

In the first part of this dissertation, we studied dialogic classroom talk conceptually 

using cultural-historical activity theory and Dialogical Self Theory.  

 In chapter 2, we gave a more detailed description and characterization of 

what we mean by dialogic or productive classroom talk. Taking the work of Sarah 

Michaels and Cathy O’Connor (2012) on academically productive classroom talk as a 

starting point, we argued that classroom talk is both a context in which children are 

supported to learn new things (i.e., talking to learn), and a means by which children 

learn to talk and communicate in new ways (i.e., learning to talk). Reasoning from a 

cultural-historical perspective, we argued that for classroom talk to be productive, 

dialogic, and accountable to knowledge, participants should be willing and able to 

understand each other, revise their own situated understandings in light of new 

evidence, and question each other’s arguments (see also Bereiter, 1994). As a next step, 
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we described three interrelated parameters to characterize dialogic classroom talk. 

First, we argued that dialogic classroom talk has a topic (or object) that gives 

direction, purpose, and duration to the dialogue. This topic determines what ideas 

(which we refer to as “predicates”) are accepted or negotiated by the participants, and 

support the group’s progress in thinking about a topic. Second, in dialogic classroom 

talk children are given space to talk and think together. It was argued that these spaces 

make it possible for different positions to be voiced positions, and might create an 

intersubjective orientation in which children not only reflect on their own 

understandings, but also try to understand each other’s (cf. Gadamer, 2004). Teachers 

have an important role in creating these spaces by using several dialogic talk moves 

that research has shown to be productive. Third, we argued that for classroom talk to 

be productive it should both contain a dialogue between persons, as well as a 

polylogue with knowledgeable cultural-historical others that are not physically 

present inside the classroom. Introducing these voices, for example through non-

fiction, informational texts, supports the group to evaluate their local dialogical 

agreements within a wider cultural-historical context (Dobber & van Oers, 2015).  

 Our conception of dialogic classroom talk presented in this chapter can be 

used as a heuristic for teachers to orchestrate productive classroom discussions that 

can (or might) be beneficial for children’s meaningful learning.  

 In chapter 3, we used Dialogical Self Theory (Hermans & Hermans-Konopka, 

2010; Hermans, 2001) to theorize how classroom talk might contribute to the 

development of children’s dialogical capacities and self. We started our argument with 

the observation that in today’s globalized society, classrooms have increasingly 

become places where different perspectives, cultures, and religions meet. This might 

give children possibilities to broaden their horizons, and enter new worlds. However, 

teachers and children might experience these heterogonous classrooms as confusing, 

difficult, and threatening as well. Therefore, we argued that children need well-

developed dialogical capacities to deal with diversity and otherness. These capacities 

can be developed by inducting children into dialogic classroom talk in which they 
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meet and negotiate different perspectives, and engage in ‘self-persuasive discourse’. 

Furthermore, we argued that in dialogic classroom talk the voiced positions of others 

might interact with and become part of the self (cf. Vygotsky’s notion of the 

internalization of interpersonal dialogue). To support our argumentation, we 

provided examples from our empirical studies to show (1) how children in dialogic 

classroom talk make an effort to understand the ideas that have been voiced by others, 

and (2) how interpersonal dialogue becomes internalized, or, in other words, how the 

voices of others get taken up and become part of the self.  
 

Theory-driven	empirical	explorations	of	dialogic	classroom	talk	

In the second part of this dissertation, we build on the conceptual framework 

presented in chapters 2 and 3 to explore dialogic classroom talk empirically. The aims 

of the theory-driven empirical studies were to develop and implement an intervention 

to promote dialogic classroom talk in early childhood education, and to understand 

the effects of dialogic classroom talk on young children’s oral communicative 

competence. This second part is referred to as theory-driven, as we used our 

conceptual work presented in the first part of this dissertation to give meaning to the 

data collected in our empirical studies.  

 In chapter 4, we presented and discussed the development of an intervention 

and associated Professional Development Program (PDP) to promote dialogic (or 

productive) classroom talk in early childhood classrooms, the MODEL2TALK 

intervention. In developing the MODEL2TALK intervention, we drew on three 

international programs that aim to promote dialogic classroom talk. First, the 

Thinking Together program developed by Mercer and his colleagues at the University 

of Cambridge, in which primary education students learn to reason and think together 

through exploratory talk (Dawes, Mercer, & Wegerif, 2004; Wegerif, Mercer, & Dawes, 

1999). Second, a program developed by Resnick and her colleagues at the University 

of Pittsburgh: Accountable Talk (Michaels, O’Connor, & Resnick, 2008). In the 

Accountable Talk program, students reason, think together, build on one another’s 
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ideas, and are held accountable to the community of conversational partners they are 

engaged with, and for the knowledge and reasoning they put forth. Third, a program 

developed by Michaels and O’Connor on academically productive classroom talk that 

highlights the use of several productive talk moves that teachers can use to encourage 

students to talk and think together (Michaels & O’Connor, 2012; O’Connor & 

Michaels, 1993; 1996).  

 The MODEL2TALK intervention consists of (a) a PDP that supports teachers 

to implement dialogic classroom talk in their classrooms, (b) a set of dialogic talk 

moves that teachers can use to orchestrate dialogic classroom talk (see Appendix A), 

(c) a teacher manual with suggestions and materials for six whole-class discussions to 

practice the use of the talk moves, and (d) materials that support teachers to plan and 

evaluate dialogic classroom talk.  

 We concluded chapter 4 by briefly presenting the most important results of 

the MODEL2TALK intervention: (a) it supported teachers to orchestrate dialogic 

classroom talk, (b) fidelity of the intervention was high, (c) children’s oral 

communicative competence was significantly improved, (d) no effect on children’s 

subject matter knowledge was found, and (e) children’s oral communicative 

competence was significantly related to the degree in which they were accepted by 

their peers (van der Wilt, van Kruistum, van der Veen, & van Oers, 2016; van der Wilt, 

van der Veen, van Kruistum, & van Oers, 2017).  

 In chapter 5, we used a design-based approach to develop, implement, and 

evaluate the MODEL2TALK intervention presented in chapter 4. We argued that the 

cyclic character of design-based research allowed us to simultaneously develop and 

evaluate our intervention in close collaboration with teachers. Over the course of two 

iterative cycles, the four participating teachers orchestrated classroom discussions 

twice a week, alternately in a small- and whole-group setting. This study had a total 

duration of 18 weeks.  

 Pre- and post-tests of children’s (N = 92) oral communicative competence on 

three measurement occasions indicated that our intervention significantly 
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contributed to children’s oral communicative competence, with medium to large 

effect sizes. Furthermore, analyses of pre- and post-observations of classroom talk 

showed that children used more key linguistic features of oral communicative 

competence (such as, ‘because’, and ‘I/she/he mean(s)…’) over the course of our 

intervention.  

 With respect to the teacher, pre- and post-observations of classroom talk 

indicated that teachers were able to move towards a dialogic classroom culture. Our 

data indicated that they used more dialogic talk moves in the post-observation than 

in the pre-observation. 

 Finally, the relatively small-scaled, exploratory nature of the study presented 

in this chapter, allowed us to fine-tune the intervention and PDP, before 

implementing and evaluating it on a large-scale (Borko, Jacobs, & Koellner, 2010).  

 In chapter 6, a large-scaled, quasi-experimental study on the effects of 

dialogic classroom talk on young children’s oral communicative competence and 

subject-matter knowledge was described. A total of 21 early childhood teachers and 

469 children (aged 4-6 years) participated in this study: 12 in the intervention 

condition and nine in the comparison condition. Over the course of our six-week 

intervention, all participating teachers orchestrated the same six classroom 

conversations related to the theme ‘what animal is that? (see Appendix B). Teachers 

in the intervention condition participated in our PDP, consisting of a workshop on 

dialogic classroom talk, weekly classroom conversations to practice the use of dialogic 

talk moves, and reflection sessions in which video-observations of their classroom 

discussions were discussed. Analyses of post-observations of classroom talk revealed 

that our intervention successfully promoted dialogic classroom talk in early childhood 

teachers; teachers in the intervention condition used significantly more dialogic talk 

moves compared to teachers in the comparison condition.  

 Multilevel analyses of children’s pre- and post-test scores showed that our 

intervention had a significant and moderate to large effect on children’s oral 

communicative competence. No effect on children’s subject-matter knowledge was 
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found. This study demonstrated that inducting children into dialogic classroom talk 

can contribute to the development of young children’s communicative abilities.  

 

 

7.2 Limitations	and	directions	for	future	research 

 

Limitations	

Although I consider myself to be a decent and ethical researcher, the work that I 

(together with my co-authors) have presented in this dissertation suffers from several 

limitations that need to be addressed.  

 First, in more general terms the quality of this dissertation might have 

unintentionally suffered from institutional pressure, such as the pressure to publish, 

career ambitions, and contracts (cf. Resnik, 2015). Although I worked hard to prevent 

external pressure from influencing the quality of this research, I believe this to be a 

serious threat to the quality and advancement of science in general, and possibly for 

this dissertation in particular. In order to minimize the possible effects of external 

pressure, I carefully and critically examined and discussed my work with colleagues, 

used a second rater to code the transcripts, and frequently discussed the importance 

of the quality of the work rather than the quantity in terms of the number of 

publications.  

 Second, although the empirical explorations showed that the intervention on 

dialogic classroom talk has a significant effect on young children’s oral 

communicative competence, no effect on children’s subject-matter knowledge was 

found. This is surprising, as previous research has shown that dialogic classroom talk 

is positively related to children’s performance in English literature (Nystrand & 

Gamoran, 1991), mathematics (O’Connor, Michaels, Chapin, & Harbaugh, 2017), and 

non-verbal reasoning (Wegerif et al., 1999). A first explanation might be that we used 

a subject-matter knowledge test with a relatively low internal consistency (i.e., omega 

= 0.71, GLB = 0.78, Cronbach’s alpha = 0.69) that was developed in the context of this 
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study. The reliability of this instrument is considered to be a serious limitation of the 

current study. It is, therefore, suggested that future studies should also use 

standardized instruments to measure what children learn from participating in 

dialogic classroom talk. Besides, future research in the field of classroom talk and 

dialogue should pay serious attention to the development of reliable and valid 

measurement tools. Next to this measurement issue, a second explanation might be 

related to the design of our study. Unfortunately, we were unable to control the 

equivalence of content and the length of the classroom conversations between 

intervention and comparison condition. O’Connor et al. (2017; see also, O’Connor, 

2001) have argued that children who participate in dialogic classroom talk, often come 

up with unexpected questions or ideas that deepen their reasoning and shared 

thinking, and guide classroom conversations in new (sometimes unexpected) 

directions. Our classroom observations indicated that conversations in the 

comparison condition were more structured, overly teacher-steered, and covered 

most of the content from the teaching manual. A difference in subject-matter 

knowledge that was covered in both conditions, might explain why no effect on 

children’s subject-matter knowledge was found. No effect on children’s subject-

matter knowledge indicates that children acquired subject-matter knowledge from 

highly structured, monologic classroom conversations, as well as dialogically 

organized classroom talk. This is something that should be researched in more detail 

in future studies. Based on the aforementioned, we argue that it might be interesting 

to explore the possibilities of controlling content between conditions, for example by 

building on the in vivo design used by O’Connor, Michaels, and Chapin (2015; see also, 

Koedinger, Aleven, Roll, & Baker, 2009). Furthermore, future research could also 

study delayed effects of dialogic classroom talk on children’s subject-matter 

knowledge using retention measurements.   

 Third, one of the aims of this dissertation was to study the effect of dialogic 

classroom talk on young children’s oral communicative competence. Oral 

communicative competence is considered a complex, and multifaceted competence 
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consisting of, for example, vocabulary knowledge, interaction skills (e.g., turn-taking, 

staying on topic, ending a conversation), and socio-cultural knowledge (e.g., socio-

cultural norms of the target language) (Celce-Murcia, 2008). However, in our studies 

we only used one instrument – the Nijmegen Test for Pragmatics (Embrechts, Mugge, 

& van Bon, 2005) – to measure children’s oral communicative ability. Giving the 

complexity of this ability, it is suggested that future studies should take more elements 

of children’s oral communicative competence into account, such as listening skills, 

vocabulary knowledge, attitude (or disposition), and discourse competence. This 

might contribute to our understanding of how dialogic classroom talk contributes to 

the different facets of children’s oral communicative competence.  

 Fourth, innovating and changing classroom practice and interaction is 

challenging. Therefore, we have argued that in order to support teachers to move 

towards a dialogic classroom culture, intensive support inside the classroom is needed 

(cf. van der Veen, Dobber, & van Oers, 2016). In our studies, we used video-

observations as a tool (cf. Kiemer, 2017) for teachers to support them to reflect on and 

change their classroom interactions. Our analyses showed that teachers were able to 

change their organization of classroom talk, as they used more dialogic talk moves 

over the course of our intervention. The intensive guidance might be an explanation 

for the positive effect of our intervention. However, the length of our six-week 

intervention was limited, giving teachers only a few possibilities to practice the use of 

the dialogic talk moves (see also, van der Pol, 2013). According to Slavin’s (2008) gold 

standard, interventions should have a duration of at least 12 weeks in order to be 

effective. A longer intervention will give teachers more possibilities to move towards 

a dialogic classroom culture, and become skillful orchestrators of productive 

classroom discussion. Furthermore, a longer intervention might support children to 

develop a dialogic disposition, and get used to the norms and expectations of a 

dialogic classroom culture and set of practices. Therefore, we suggest that future 

research should focus on prolonged dialogic classroom talk, using a longitudinal 

research design. The results of these longitudinal studies might add to the available 
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empirical evidence of the benefits of dialogic classroom talk. Furthermore, Mercer 

(2008) already argued that researchers should pay more attention to the temporal 

dimension of classroom talk. This could contribute to our understanding of whether 

children who participate in a dialogic classroom culture become more competent 

communicators and learn to think differently (i.e., develop advanced reasoning and 

communication skills).  

   

Directions	for	future	research	

Following Bakhtin (1981), in this dissertation we have shown that a teacher’s dialogic 

style of conducting classroom dialogue can promote a transition from authoritative 

or monologic interaction to an internally persuasive dialogue, in which the tenability 

of propositions relating to practical or theoretical issues is based on the negotiation 

of meanings, carefully listening to each other, and engaging in argumentation. 

However, the outcomes of the studies in this dissertation also stipulate the need for 

further research (see also Howe, 2017; Liberali, 2017).  

 First, more conceptual work needs to be done in clarifying the assumptions 

that guide studies in the field of classroom talk and dialogue. Although many 

programs that support dialogic or productive classroom talk have at least some 

consensual core (Howe, 2017), Wegerif, Fujita, Doney, Linares, Richards, and van 

Rhyn (2017) have argued that the research field lacks a shared theoretical framework. 

According to Wegerif et al. (2017), this can be explained on the basis of the large 

number of theoretical traditions that are used in research on classroom talk. We argue 

that the field can profit from this diversity in theoretical perspectives, as long as 

researchers are transparent and clear about the theoretical perspective(s) that guide 

their work. For example, researchers should pay critical attention to their conceptions 

of dialogue, learning, assessment, and participation patterns in classroom talk that 

guide their work. This is all the more important in the analysis of observations of 

classroom talk (cf. Howe, 2017).  
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 Second, as Howe and Abedin (2013) have pointed out, ‘dialogue’ is not 

necessarily restricted to direct verbal face-to-face exchanges (including paralinguistic 

and prosodic markers), but also can include distant textual sources, including 

different types of textual genres and tools, like ICT-mediated interactions (see also 

the reference to ‘polylogue’ in Dobber & van Oers, 2015; van der Veen, van Kruistum, 

& Michaels, 2015). Future research could explore how these different modalities might 

be used in the context of dialogic classroom talk and to what extent these modalities 

support teachers to move towards academically productive dialogue.  

 Third, more longitudinal research is needed on the organization of the 

developmental trajectory of dialogic thinking and communicating from the early years 

on. Presumably, the formation of dialogic thinking and oral communicative 

competence in all students requires an early start, in order to develop all dimensions 

of these abilities: verbal ability, cognitive strategies, critical attitude, resilience for 

critique, dealing with insecurity, the use of tools like theoretical models to regulate 

dialogues, and so on. Such multifaceted longitudinal research, starting in the 

preschool years, may produce deeper understanding of the complexities of dialogic 

talk and thinking and how it can be promoted on the basis of relevant evidence.  

 Fourth, next to longitudinal studies, more quantitative (quasi-experimental) 

research is needed to examine whether dialogic classroom talk is more beneficial for 

children’s learning and development than more traditional, monologic modes of 

organization (cf. Howe & Abedin, 2013). Thus far, most of the studies in the field of 

classroom talk and dialogue have been qualitative and small-scale. In this dissertation, 

we have made a modest contribution to this need for more quasi-experimental 

studies.  

 Fifth, the results of our empirical studies show our intervention and PDP to 

be effective in promoting dialogic classroom talk. A possible explanation for the 

effectiveness of our intervention is the intensive way in which we guided the teachers 

inside their classroom, using video-observations, and weekly reflection sessions. 

Reasoning from a policy perspective, we argue that future research should also focus 
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on the possibility of developing less time-consuming interventions, without 

compromising on quality and effectiveness. For example, web-based professional 

development environments might create possibilities for introducing teacher to 

dialogic talk moves, and supporting them to try them out in their own classroom. 

With web-based environments, it becomes possible to support teacher learning 

without needing the intensive guidance of a supervisor. Furthermore, online learning 

environments are easily accessible to a broad audience. In the context of science 

education, Sarah Michaels, Jean Moon, and Brian Reiser developed the Next 

Generation Science Exemplar Project (see www.ngsx.org). NGSX is a web-based PDP 

designed to engage teachers in working with the practices and core ideas in science, 

including productive classroom discussion. NGSX is a blended approach that supports 

face-to-face collaborative learning using web-based tools and interactivity, such as 

classroom video cases, text resources, presentations by experts, interactive activities 

that guide teacher to examine videos and transcripts, and posting of analytic 

reflections by participants (Moon, Passmore, Reiser, & Michaels, 2014). In future 

studies, the NGSX web-based PDP could be used as an example for developing less 

time-consuming interventions to promote dialogic classroom talk.  

 Finally, as also suggested by Berkovich (2016), further study of the effects of 

establishing a dialogic classroom culture (i.e., prolonged dialogic classroom talk) on 

the development of students’ identities, critical thinking, transformative learning and 

socio-cognitive development is needed. Especially, more research should be done on 

the interpersonal relationships between students and how these relationships 

influence classroom dialogues and their outcomes, both on an individual level, but 

most certainly on the collective level as well (Howe, 2017; Wegerif et al., 2017; see also, 

van der Wilt et al., 2016; 2017). 
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7.3	Implications	for	practice	

 

The studies presented in this dissertation have several implications for educational 

practice. First, our conceptual explorations provide teachers and teacher educators 

with a heuristic to implement dialogic classroom talk. The different characteristics of 

dialogic classroom talk that we described in chapter 2 support teachers to move 

towards a dialogic classroom culture.  

 Second, the results of our empirical studies suggest that dialogic classroom 

talk can be implemented in early childhood education with very young children. 

Although changing classroom practice and interaction is challenging, our empirical 

studies show that our PDP supports teachers to make their classroom interaction 

more dialogic by using several talk moves that open-up the dialogue. It might be 

interesting for teachers and teacher educators to use particular elements of our PDP 

in their daily work. For example, teachers could use video-observations to gain insight 

into how they orchestrate classroom talk, as a tool for supporting them in practicing 

the use of different dialogic talk moves.  

 Third, we have shown that dialogic classroom talk in early childhood 

education is beneficial for the development of young children’s oral communicative 

competence. Given the importance of children’s oral language abilities for academic 

success, social acceptance, and learning and thinking, we suggest that teachers 

support these abilities from an early age. In dialogic classroom talk, teachers can 

support these abilities by giving children space to talk and think together, and by 

reflecting on their communicative performance.  

 Finally, in order to bridge the research-practice gap we have undertaken 

numerous activities to make our research accessible to teachers and educators. We 

have published articles in professional journals for teachers (see for example, van der 

Veen & van Oers, 2016; van der Veen, van Kruistum, & van Oers, 2016); we have given 

workshops at conferences that were attended by teachers and teacher educators; and 
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we aim to launch a website with information about our research and tools for teachers 

to support them in orchestrating dialogic classroom talk.   

 

 

7.4	General	conclusion		

 

In the majority of classrooms, the interaction among teachers and children can still 

be characterized as predominantly monologic in nature; it is overly teacher-steered, 

and mainly focused on the recitation of knowledge, giving few opportunities for 

students to talk and think together. This is striking, as it is widely acknowledged that 

children’s educational experiences in early childhood education could have a lasting 

impact; high quality early childhood education is, for example, related to future 

(language) learning and development (see for example, Burchinal, Peisner-Feinberg, 

Pianta, & Howes, 2002; Stuhlman & Pianta, 2009). While educators may appreciate 

the value of dialogic talk, its actual occurrence in classroom practice is rare. In this 

dissertation, however, we have shown that it is possible to teach early childhood 

teachers to use several dialogic talk moves that support them in making their 

classroom interaction more dialogic. In evaluating our intervention and PDP, it 

appeared to be effective in promoting young children’s oral communicative 

competence.  

 Dialogic classroom talk is a powerful context in which (young) children 

simultaneously can learn to communicate more effectively (i.e., learning to talk), and 

learn about the world as they think together (i.e., talking to learn) (cf. Cazden, 2001; 

Wells, 2009). It is our hope that the studies presented in this dissertation contribute 

to the interesting research area of classroom dialogue, and inspire other researchers 

and practitioners to take up the challenge of building on the research presented in 

this dissertation.  
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Appendix	A	

Descriptions	and	examples	of	the	different	dialogic	talk	moves	

 

TEACHER TALK MOVES DESCRIPTION EXAMPLE 

Goal 1: Share, Expand, Clarify 

 

Encourage children to share, 

expand and clarify their 

initial ideas or utterances 

 

 

1.1 Time to think 

 

Verbally encourage children to 

take some time to think 

 

“Let’s all take a minute to think 

about it” 

  

1.2 Say more Encourage children to say more 

about their initial idea or press 

them to clarify their thoughts  

 

“Can you say more about what 

you mean with shield?”  

1.3 Revoicing  Rephrasing or restating (parts) 

of a child’s utterance, in order 

to verify, rebroadcast or 

position the initial utterance 

and to create a space for the 

child to agree/disagree, say 

more, negotiate, etc.  

  

“So, you are saying that the red 

part, that’s his shield?”  

 

 

Goal 2: Listen to one another  Encourage children to listen 

to one another  

 

 

2.1 Repeat or rephrase  Encourage children to repeat or 

rephrase another’s child 

contribution in order to 

stimulate children to listen to 

one another and taking other’s 

ideas seriously 

 

“Who can repeat what Dana 

just said?”?”  
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Goal 3: Reasoning 

 

Ask children for evidence 

and stimulate them to 

deepen their reasoning 

 

 

3.1 Why 

 

 

 

 

Press children for reasoning or 

ask them to come up with the 

rationale behind their initial 

idea  

“Why do you think the ladybug 

needs a shield?” 

3.2 Challenge or 

counterexample 

Encourage children to come up 

with a counterexample or 

challenge an initial claim  

 

“Does it always work that way?”  

Goal 4: Think with others Encourage children to think 

with each other and build on 

each other’s ideas 

 

 

4.1 Agree or disagree  

 

Encourage other children to 

agree or disagree with one 

child’s initial idea  

 

“Jurre, do you agree with Sara’s 

idea? Why?” 

4.2 Add on  

 

 

Encourage children to add on or 

respond to someone else’s idea  

 

“Who can add on Sanne’s idea 

about the shield of the ladybug?”   

4.3 Explaining someone else 

 

Ask children to explain what 

someone else means  

 

“Who can explain what Douwe 

means when he says that?”   

Goal 5: Metacommunication  Encourage children to reflect 

on their communicative 

performance and the 

understandability of their 

oral messages 

 

 

5.1 Metacognitive guidance  Explicitly indicating a problem 

of non-comprehension and 

“I don’t know/understand what 

you mean” “What do you 

mean?”  
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encourage children to rephrase 

their initial message 

 

 

 

5.2 Conversational ground rules Explicitly pointing at 

conversational ground rules 

that apply to the group, 

negotiate new rules and 

stimulate children to reflect on 

their communicative 

performance  

“Why is it important that we 

listen carefully to one another?” 

“What rules did we agree upon 

to talk with each other?” 
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Appendix	B	

Summary	of	the	classroom	conversations	used	in	our	intervention	

 

In our MODEL2TALK intervention, we provided all teachers with a manual, in which 

we gave suggestions for six thematic classroom discussions on animals. For every 

classroom conversation, we provided the teacher with detailed background 

information on the animal that would be discussed. Once every week, teachers 

orchestrated a whole-class discussion on another animal. Sometimes this was an 

extraordinary animal from far away; other times, it was a familiar one from the 

children’s direct environment. Below, we will give a short summary of the content of 

these six conversations.  

 

Classroom	conversation	1:	The	platypus	

In this first classroom conversation, the children and teacher talk about the platypus, 

a duck-billed, beaver-tailed, otter-footed, egg-laying mammal living in Australia. The 

teacher starts with a short introduction on the thematic classroom discussions on 

animals and explains that the children will talk and learn about different animals for 

the next six weeks.  

 After the introduction, the teacher projects a picture of the platypus on the 

interactive whiteboard (picture is provided in the teacher’s manual). The children 

take a closer look at the picture and talk about: ‘What do we see?’, ‘Can we give a 

detailed description of this animal?’, ‘Is it a male of female? Why?’, ‘What is this 

animal doing?’. Next, the children and teacher think together about the following 

questions: ‘What does this animal eat? And how does it collect food?’, ‘Do you think 

this animal will have babies? How?’, ‘How do you think this animal will sleep? And 

where?’, ‘Do you think this animal has many friends? And what about enemies?’, ‘Is 

this animal able to move fast?’, ‘What would you do if you encountered this animal in 

your backyard?’, and ‘Do you want to have this animal as a pet? Why?’. Finally, the 



APPENDICES 
	

 168 

children and teacher reflect on the conversation they had: ‘What have we learned 

about this animal?’ ‘What questions do we still have?’. 

 

Classroom	conversation	2:	The	water	strider	

In this second classroom conversation, the children and teacher talk about the water 

strider, an extraordinary animal that is able to glide of the water’s surface. First, the 

children watch a short YouTube video on the water strider. Next, the teacher projects 

a picture of the water strider on the interactive whiteboard (picture is provided in the 

teacher’s manual).  

 After this short introduction, the children and teacher talk about the same 

topics as in the first classroom conversation (i.e., ‘What do we see?’, ‘What does it 

eat?’, ‘Do you want to have this animal as a pet?’, and so on). 

 

Classroom	conversation	3:	The	rhino	

In the third classroom conversation, the children and teacher talk about the rhino, an 

enormous mammal that mainly lives in Africa and Asia. The teacher projects a picture 

of the rhino on the interactive whiteboard. Next, the children and teacher talk about 

the same topics as in the first classroom conversation (i.e., ‘What do we see?’, ‘What 

does it eat?’, ‘Do you want to have this animal as a pet?’, and so on). 

 

Classroom	conversation	4:	The	ant	

In the fourth conversation, the children and teacher talk about the ant, a small insect 

that most children will be familiar with. First, the children watch a YouTube video on 

collaborating ants. Next, the teacher projects a picture of the ant on the interactive 

whiteboard (picture is provided in the teacher’s manual). 

 After watching the video, the children and teacher talk about the same topics 

as in the first classroom conversation (i.e., ‘What do we see?’, ‘What does it eat?’, ‘Do 

you want to have this animal as a pet?’, and so on). Furthermore, the children and 
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teacher discuss why ants often times collaborate and whether or not they like to 

collaborate with other children.  

	

Classroom	conversation	5:	The	mouse	

In the fifth classroom conversation, the children and teacher talk about the mouse, a 

well-known animal that most children will know. First, the teacher reads a letter from 

Kees Moeliker, an employee at the Natural History Museum in Rotterdam. Moeliker 

writes to the children that he has received a very special package from the mailman. 

On the package was written ‘from the Dutch parliament’ and in it was a dead mouse 

(including mouse trap and small bits of peanut butter). Kees Mouliker writes that he 

has been thinking who has send this package, why there was a mouse in the building 

of the Dutch parliament, and how these small bits of peanut butter did get on the fur 

of the mouse). Mouliker asks the children for help.  

 After this short introduction, the children and teacher talk about the same 

topics as in the first classroom conversation (i.e., ‘What do we see?’, ‘What does it 

eat?’, ‘Do you want to have this animal as a pet?’, and so on). Furthermore, they try to 

help Kees Mouliker with answering his questions.  

	

Classroom	conversation	6:	The	ladybug	

In the final classroom conversation, the children and teacher talk about the ladybug, 

a small insect that will be familiar for most of the children. First, the children watch a 

video on a flying ladybug. Next, the teacher projects a picture of the ladybug on the 

interactive whiteboard.  

 After watching the video, the children and teacher talk about the same topics 

as in the first classroom conversation (i.e., ‘What do we see?’, ‘What does it eat?’, ‘Do 

you want to have this animal as a pet?’, and so on). 
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Appendix	C	

Items	of	the	Subject	Matter	Knowledge	Test	

 

Items of the verbal Subject Matter Knowledge Test (SMKT) used in the intervention 

study.  

 

Name:  B/G 

Name school:   Grade: 

Date:  Test administer: 

Remarks:    

 

I will ask you a few questions and you may give the answers.  

1. How many legs does a dog have? 

  Points: 

1 point Four  

0 points Wrong answer  

 

2. Can you name some animals? (Can you name some more animals?) 

  Points: 

1 point The child names a minimum of three existing animals   

0 points The child names mythical or fictional animals and/or names less than 

three animals 

 

 

3. How many legs does a bird have?  

  Points: 

1 point Two  

0 points Wrong answer  

 

4. Name an animal that lives in water.  

  Points: 

1 point The child names the name of an animal that lives in water  

0 points The child names the name of an animal that does not live in water or 

names the name of a mythical or fictional animal 
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5. Name an animal that gives us milk.   

  Points: 

1 point The child names the name of an animal that gives us milk, such as a 

cow, goat, sheep, donkey 

 

0 points The child names the name of an animal that does not give us milk or 

names a baby or human 

 

 

6. Show table C.1 to the child. Point to the picture on which you see an insect.  

  Points: 

1 point The child points to picture 3 (an insect)  

0 points Wrong answer  

 

7. Show table C.2 to the child. What is the name of this animal?   

  Points: 

1 point Ant  

0 points Wrong answer  

 

8. Show table C.2 to the child (if the child incorrectly answered question 7, the test administrator says 

that the animal in table 2 is an ant). What do you know about ants? (Can you say more about it? The 

test administer evaluates the quality and richness of the answer).  

  Points: 

2 points The child can tell a lot about ants, such as that there are different 

species (black and red ants), that ants will eat almost anything, that 

some ants build anthills, that ants work together, that ants are very 

strong 

 

1 point The child can only tell two different things about ants  

0 points The child can only tell nearly nothing about ants, tells about 

something else, or tells things about ants that are incorrect or 

fictitious 

 

 

9. Show table C.3 to the child. Point to the picture on which you see a pond skater.  

  Points: 

1 point The child points to picture 2  

0 points Wrong answer  
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10. Show table C.3 to the child. Can you explain how the pond skater can walk on water? (Can you 

say more about it? The test administer evaluates the quality and richness of the answer).  

  Points: 

2 points The child gives a plausible and coherent explanation. For example, 

the child explains that the pond skater can walk on water thanks to 

his small weight. Other possible explanations: the pond skater only 

touches the surface of the water with his legs, the hairs on the legs 

keeps the water away, the pond skater is only able to skate on 

relatively clean water.  

 

1 point The child does not give a complete explanation, but does think in the 

right direction. For example, the child explains how the pond skater 

walks on water (skating, rowing).  

 

0 points The child gives no explanation or gives an incorrect, irrelevant, or 

incoherent explanation.  

 

 

11. Show table C.3 to the child. What is the name of this animal? (Test leader points to picture 1, the 

platypus).  

  Points: 

1 point Platypus  

0 points Wrong answer  

 

12. Show table C.3 to the child. What is the name of this animal? (Test leader points to picture 3, the 

mouse).  

  Points: 

1 point Mouse  

0 points Wrong answer  

 

13. Show table C.3 to the child. What is the name of this animal? (Test leader points to picture 4, the 

rhino).  

  Points: 

1 point Rhino  

0 points Wrong answer 
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14. Show table C.4 to the child. What is the name of this animal? 

  Points: 

1 point Ladybug  

0 points Wrong answer  

 

15. Show table C.4 to the child. (if the child incorrectly answered question 14, the test administrator says 

that the animal in table 4 is the ladybug). Can you explain why this ladybug is red? (Can you say more 

about it? The test administer evaluates the quality and richness of the answer).  

  Points: 

2 points The child gives a plausible and coherent explanation. For example, 

the child explains that the red (bright) color warns predators that the 

ladybug tastes really bad and might be poisonous.   

 

1 point The child does not give a complete explanation, but does think in the 

right direction. For example, the child explains that the bright color 

impresses other ladybugs.  

 

0 points The child gives no explanation or gives an incorrect, irrelevant, or 

incoherent explanation.  
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Table C.1 

Support material Subject Matter Knowledge Test: Pictures of a fish, dog, ant, and salamander  

1 

 

 

 

 

 

2 

3 

 

 

 

4 

 

 

Table C.2 

Support material Subject Matter Knowledge Test: Picture of an ant  
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Table C.3 

Support material Subject Matter Knowledge Test: Pictures of a platypus, pond skater, mouse, and rhino 

1 

 

 

2 

3 4 

 

 

Table C.4  

Support material Subject Matter Knowledge Test: Picture of a ladybug 
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Summary	
 

In the majority of classrooms, the interaction among teachers and children can still 

be characterized as predominantly monologic in nature; it is overly teacher-steered, 

and mainly focused on the recitation of knowledge, giving children only few 

opportunities to talk and think together. While educators may appreciate the value 

of dialogic classroom talk, its actual occurrence in practice is rare. This is striking, as 

classroom talk that is characterized by open questions and discussions –referred to 

as dialogic classroom talk - is often believed to be beneficial to children’s (language) 

learning, and motivation. This dissertation describes a study that offers insight in 

the concept, implementation, and effects of dialogic classroom talk in early 

childhood education.  

 

The main objectives of this dissertation were to explore the concept of dialogic (or 

productive) classroom talk; theorize how dialogic classroom talk contributes to 

children’s dialogical capacities; develop and implement an intervention to promote 

dialogic classroom talk in early childhood education; and to investigate the effect of 

dialogic classroom talk on young children’s oral communicative competence. 

Conceptual explorations were combined with theory-driven empirical studies to 

advance the field of research on classroom talk and to contribute to the 

improvement and innovation of educational practice.  

 

Chapter 1 presented the theoretical framework that was used in this dissertation, 

briefly described the methodological perspective and the context in which our 

research was conducted, and presented the outline of this dissertation.  
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Conceptual	explorations	of	dialogic	classroom	talk		

In chapter 2, we described a conceptual exploration of the concept of dialogic or 

productive classroom talk. We argued that classroom talk is both a context in which 

children are supported to learn new things (talking to learn), and a means by which 

children learn to talk and communicate in new ways (learning to talk). Furthermore, 

we argued that for classroom talk to be productive, dialogic, and accountable to 

knowledge, participants should be willing and able to understand each other, revise 

their own situated understandings in light of new evidence, and question each 

other’s arguments. This chapter ends with a description of three interrelated 

parameters to characterize dialogic classroom talk: (1) there should be a topic that 

gives direction, purpose, and duration to the conversation; (2) children should be 

given space to talk and think together; and (3) it should both contain a dialogue 

between persons, as well as a polylogue with knowledgeable cultural-historical 

others that are not physically present inside the classroom. These external voices can 

be introduced, for example, through non-fiction, informational texts. Our 

conception of dialogic classroom talk presented in chapter 2 can be used as a 

heuristic for teachers to orchestrate productive discussions in their classroom.  

 In chapter 3, we combined Dialogical Self Theory (DST) and Cultural-

Historical Activity Theory (CHAT) to theorize how classroom talk might contribute 

to the development of children’s dialogical capacities and self. Our argument started 

with the observation that classrooms have increasingly become places where 

different perspectives, cultures, and religions meet. This might give children 

possibilities to broaden their horizons, and enter new worlds. However, as teachers 

and children might experience these heterogonous classrooms as confusing, 

difficult, and threatening as well, we argued that children need well-developed 

dialogical capacities to deal with diversity and otherness. These capacities can be 

developed by inducting children into dialogic classroom talk in which they meet and 

negotiate different perspectives, and engage in ‘self-persuasive discourse’. To 

support our argumentation, we provided examples from our empirical studies to 
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show how dialogic classroom talk gives possibilities to meet and negotiate different 

perspectives, and how these different perspectives (or voices) get taken up and 

become part of the self.  

 

Theory-driven	empirical	explorations	of	dialogic	classroom	talk	

In the second part of this dissertation we built on the conceptual explorations 

presented in chapters 2 and 3 to explore dialogic classroom talk empirically.  

 In chapter 4, we presented the development of an intervention and 

Professional Development Program (PDP) – the MODEL2TALK intervention - to 

promote dialogic classroom talk in early childhood education. The MODEL2TALK 

intervention consists of a PDP that supports teachers in implementing dialogic 

classroom talk, a set of talk moves that teachers can use to orchestrate discussions 

(see Appendix A), a teacher manual with materials for six whole-class discussions to 

practice the use of the talk moves (see Appendix B), and materials that support 

teachers to plan and evaluate dialogic classroom talk. Chapter 4 concludes with a 

brief overview of the most important results of the MODEL2TALK intervention: (1) it 

supported teachers to orchestrate dialogic classroom talk, (2) children’s oral 

communication skills were significantly improved over the course of the 

intervention, (3) no effect on children’s subject matter knowledge was found, and (4) 

children’s oral communicative competence was significantly related to the degree in 

which they were accepted by their peers.  

 Chapter 5 reported on a study in which we used a design-based approach to 

develop, implement, and evaluate an intervention to promote dialogic classroom 

talk. Over the course of 18 weeks, we collaborated with four teachers from two 

schools. The participating teachers developed and orchestrated classroom 

discussions twice a week, alternately in a small- and whole-group setting. Pre- and 

post-observations of classroom talk indicated that teachers were able to make their 

classroom interaction more dialogic. Our data, for example, indicated that teachers 

used more dialogic talk moves in the post-observation as compared to the pre-
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observation. This indicated that they were able to move towards a dialogic 

classroom culture. With respect to the children (N = 92), pre- and post-tests of oral 

communicative competence, as measured with the Nijmegen Test for Pragmatics, 

indicated that our intervention significantly contributed to oral communication 

skills, with medium to large effect sizes. Furthermore, pre- and post-observations of 

classroom talk showed that children used more words per turn (MLT) and more 

‘long turns’ (i.e., turns equal to or larger than 13 words) in the post-observation, and 

used more key linguistic features of oral communicative competence (for example, 

‘because’, ‘I/she/he mean(s)…’) over the course of the intervention. The relatively 

small-scaled, exploratory nature of the study presented in this chapter, allowed us to 

fine-tune the intervention and PDP, before implementing and evaluating it on a 

large-scale. 

 In chapter 6, we presented the results of a quasi-experimental study (pre-

test-post-test-control group design) on the effects of dialogic classroom talk on 

children’s oral communicative competence and subject matter knowledge. In this 

study, we built on our experiences in the previous studies and aimed to implement 

and evaluate dialogic classroom talk on a large scale. This study is one of the few 

studies in the research field of classroom talk and interaction that uses a quasi-

experimental design to verify whether a specific mode of organization of classroom 

talk is more beneficial than another mode. A total of 21 teachers and 469 children 

aged 4-7 years participated in this study. Teachers were randomly assigned to either 

the intervention condition (12 teachers) or the comparison condition (nine 

teachers). Over the course of six weeks, all participating teachers orchestrated the 

same six classroom conversations related to the theme ‘what animal is that?’ (see 

Appendix B). Teachers in the intervention condition participated in a PDP, 

consisting of a workshop on dialogic classroom talk and a set of talk moves to 

orchestrate discussions, weekly classroom conversations in whole-group settings to 

practice the use of the talk moves, and reflection sessions in which video-

observations of classroom talk were watched and discussed. Before and after the 



SUMMARY 
 

	 181 

intervention we measured children’s oral communicative competence using the 

Nijmegen Test for Pragmatics and their subject matter knowledge using a test we 

developed in the context of this study (see Appendix C). Analyses of pre- and post-

observations of classroom talk revealed that fidelity of our intervention was high. 

Furthermore, our analyses indicated that teachers in the intervention condition used 

significantly more dialogic talk moves in the post-observation compared to teachers 

in the comparison condition. With respect to the children, multilevel analyses of  

pre- and post-test scores showed that our intervention had a significant and 

moderate to large effect on children’s oral communicative competence. Surprisingly, 

no effect of condition on children’s subject matter knowledge was found. A possible 

explanation might be that children in the intervention condition oftentimes came 

up with unexpected questions or ideas that deepened their reasoning and guided the 

conversation in new directions. As a consequence, classroom conversations in the 

intervention condition did not always cover all the content from the teaching 

manual. Conversations in the comparison condition were often highly structured 

and covered mostly all the content from the teaching manual. Although this study 

did not find any effect on children’s subject matter knowledge, it does demonstrate 

that inducting young children into dialogic classroom talk can contribute to the 

development of children’s communicative abilities.   

 In chapter 7, the conceptual and empirical explorations presented in 

chapters 2-6 were integrated and critically discussed. We addressed several 

limitations of the research presented in this dissertation, such as the reliability of 

our subject matter knowledge test, the relatively short length of our intervention, 

and the difficulty of measuring a complex and multifaceted construct as oral 

communicative competence. Next to these limitations, the outcomes of the studies 

in this dissertation also stipulate the need for further research. First, we argued that 

more conceptual work needs to be done in clarifying the assumptions that guide 

studies in the field of classroom talk and dialogue. For example, what talk moves and 

formats are used in studying classroom talk, how is dialogic classroom talk 
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conceptualized, what instruments are used to evaluate the quality of classroom talk. 

Second, more longitudinal research is needed to study the complexities of dialogic 

talk and thinking and the trajectory of developing a dialogic disposition in children. 

Third, future research should also focus on the possibilities of developing less time-

consuming interventions, such as the use of web-based professional development 

environments.   

 The studies presented in this dissertation have several implications for 

educational practice. Most importantly, our conceptual and empirical explorations 

provide teachers and teacher educators with a practical intervention to implement 

dialogic classroom talk in early childhood education. Furthermore, our studies have 

shown that dialogic classroom talk is beneficial for the development of young 

children’s oral communicative competence. Given the importance of children’s oral 

language abilities for academic success, social acceptance, and learning and 

thinking, we suggest that teachers support these abilities from an early age.  

 To conclude, while the occurrence of dialogic classroom talk in educational 

practice is still rare, in this dissertation we have shown that it is possible to teach 

early childhood teachers to use several dialogic talk moves that support them in 

making their classroom interaction more dialogic. In evaluating our intervention, it 

appeared to be effective in promoting young children’s oral communicative 

competence. It is our hope that the studies presented in this dissertation contribute 

to the interesting research area of classroom dialogue, and inspire other researchers 

and practitioners to take up the challenge of building on the research presented in 

this dissertation.  
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Samenvatting	(summary	in	Dutch)	
 

In het overgrote deel van de scholen is de interactie tussen leerkrachten en 

leerlingen nog altijd voor het overgrote deel monologisch van aard. Hierbij heeft de 

leerkracht een sturende rol en is het gesprek vooral gericht op het reproduceren van 

kennis. Kinderen hebben hierdoor maar weinig mogelijkheden om zelf te praten, 

hun gedachten onder woorden te brengen, te redeneren en samen na te denken. 

Hoewel leerkrachten en onderwijskundigen het belang erkennen van meer 

dialogische gesprekken, is hier in de onderwijspraktijk weinig van terug te zien. Dit 

is opmerkelijk, omdat wordt aangenomen dat gesprekken waarin veel open vragen 

worden gesteld en waarin ruimte is voor discussie tussen leerlingen positief 

bijdragen aan het leren en de motivatie van leerlingen. In dit proefschrift wordt 

onderzoek beschreven dat inzicht biedt in de conceptualisatie, implementatie en 

effecten van dialogische gesprekken in de onderbouw (i.e., de kleuterklas) van het 

primair onderwijs.  

 

De belangrijkste doelen van dit proefschrift waren om het concept ‘dialogische 

gesprekken’ (in het Engels ‘dialogic classroom talk’) verder te verkennen, te 

beargumenteren hoe dialogische gesprekken kunnen bijdragen aan de ontwikkeling 

van de dialogische capaciteiten van kinderen, een interventie te ontwikkelen en te 

implementeren om leerkrachten te ondersteunen bij het voeren van dialogische 

gesprekken, en om na te gaan wat het effect is van het voeren van dialogische 

gesprekken op de mondelinge communicatieve competentie van jonge kinderen. 

Conceptuele exploraties werden gecombineerd met theoriegestuurde, empirische 

studies om zodoende een bijdrage te kunnen leveren aan zowel de 

wetenschappelijke literatuur betreffende gesprekken en interactie in klassen als ook 

aan de verbetering en innovatie van de onderwijspraktijk.  
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In hoofdstuk 1 werd het theoretische raamwerk gepresenteerd dat centraal stond in 

dit proefschrift. Daarnaast bespraken wij in dit eerste hoofdstuk respectievelijk het 

methodologische perspectief, de context waarin het onderzoek werd uitgevoerd, en 

de opbouw van dit proefschrift. 

 

Dialogische	gesprekken	in	de	klas:	Conceptuele	exploraties	

In hoofdstuk 2 bespraken wij een conceptuele exploratie van het begrip dialogische 

gesprekken (ook wel productieve gesprekken genoemd) in klassen. Wij 

beargumenteerden dat gesprekken in klassen zowel een context kunnen zijn waarin 

kinderen nieuwe dingen leren (praten om te leren) als ook een middel om kinderen 

beter te leren praten en communiceren (leren om te praten). Maar hoe zorg je nu 

voor een productief en dialogisch gesprek? Hiervoor is het nodig dat de deelnemers 

aan dat gesprek bereid en in staat zijn om de ander te begrijpen, hun eigen begrip te 

herzien op basis van nieuwe bewijzen en om de argumenten van de ander te 

bevragen. Dit hoofdstuk eindigde met een conceptualisatie van dialogische 

gesprekken door de beschrijving van drie met elkaar samenhangende parameters: (1) 

er moet in een dialogisch gesprek een gedeeld topic zijn dat richting geeft aan het 

gesprek; (2) kinderen moeten in een dialogisch gesprek ruimte krijgen om te praten, 

hun ideeën in te brengen, te redeneren en samen na te denken en (3) er moet in een 

dialogisch gesprek zowel sprake zijn van een dialoog tussen personen als ook van 

een polyloog met meerwetenden, cultuur-historische anderen die niet fysiek 

aanwezig zijn in het klaslokaal. Deze externe ‘stemmen’ kunnen in het gesprek 

worden gebracht door bijvoorbeeld informatieboeken. De conceptualisatie van 

dialogische gesprekken die we in dit hoofdstuk beschreven kan door leerkrachten 

worden gebruikt als een heuristiek om productieve, dialogische gesprekken te 

voeren in hun eigen klas.  

 In hoofdstuk 3 maakten we gebruik van de Dialogical Self Theory (DST) en 

de Cultuur-Historische Activiteitstheorie (CHAT) om te beargumenteren hoe 

gesprekken in klassen bij kunnen dragen aan de ontwikkeling van de dialogische 
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capaciteiten van kinderen en hun dialogische dispositie of identiteit. Onze 

argumentatie begon met de observatie dat het klaslokaal in toenemende mate een 

plek is geworden waar verschillende perspectieven, culturen en religies 

samenkomen. Dit geeft kinderen de mogelijkheid hun horizon te verbreden. Echter, 

leerkrachten en kinderen kunnen heterogene klassen mogelijk ook als verwarrend, 

ingewikkeld, en zelfs bedreigend ervaren. Wij beargumenteerden daarom dat 

kinderen over goed ontwikkelde dialogische capaciteiten dienen te beschikken om 

met diversiteit om te kunnen omgaan. Deze capaciteiten kunnen worden 

ontwikkeld door kinderen te laten deelnemen aan dialogische gesprekken 

waarbinnen zij kennismaken met verschillende perspectieven en die perspectieven 

proberen te verbinden met of te plaatsen binnen het eigen perspectief. Ter 

ondersteuning van onze argumentatie gaven wij enkele voorbeelden uit onze 

empirische studies om te laten zien hoe dialogische gesprekken kinderen de 

mogelijkheid geven om kennis te maken met en te onderhandelen over 

verschillende perspectieven. Daarnaast probeerden wij met deze voorbeelden te 

laten zien hoe die verschillende perspectieven (ook wel ‘voices’ genoemd) door 

kinderen worden opgepakt en deel kunnen gaan uitmaken van hun dialogische zelf.  

 

Theoriegestuurde, empirische exploraties van dialogische gesprekken in 

kleuterklassen 

In het tweede deel van deze dissertatie werd gebruikgemaakt van de conceptuele 

exploraties uit hoofdstuk 2 en 3 om enkele empirische studies uit te voeren naar 

dialogische gesprekken in kleuterklassen.  

 In hoofdstuk 4 beschreven wij de ontwikkeling van een interventie en een 

bijbehorend professionaliseringsprogramma – de MODEL2TALK interventie – dat 

leerkrachten in de onderbouw van het primair onderwijs (groep 1 en 2) ondersteunt 

om dialogische gesprekken te voeren in de eigen klas. De MODEL2TALK interventie 

bestaat uit een professionaliseringprogramma voor leerkrachten, 10 verschillende 

dialogische gesprekstechnieken die leerkrachten kunnen gebruiken om gesprekken 
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te voeren (zie Appendix A), een handleiding met materialen en suggesties voor zes 

kringgesprekken waarbinnen leerkrachten het gebruik van de gesprekstechnieken 

kunnen oefenen (zie Appendix B) en materialen waarmee leerkrachten gesprekken 

kunnen plannen en evalueren. In dit vierde hoofdstuk gaven wij een kort overzicht 

van de belangrijkste resultaten van MODEL2TALK: (1) de interventie ondersteunde 

leerkrachten in het voeren van dialogische gesprekken, (2) de communicatieve 

vaardigheden van kinderen verbeterden significant gedurende de interventie, (3) er 

werd geen effect van de interventie gevonden op de domeinspecifieke kennis van de 

kinderen en (4) analyses lieten zien dat de communicatieve vaardigheden van 

kinderen significant samenhangen met de mate waarin zij door hun medeleerlingen 

werden geaccepteerd.  

 In hoofdstuk 5 werd een ontwerpstudie beschreven waarin wij een 

interventie ontwikkelden, implementeerden en evalueerden waarmee leerkrachten 

werden ondersteund om dialogische gesprekken met kinderen te voeren. Gedurende 

18 weken werkten wij intensief samen met vier leerkrachten van twee verschillende 

basisscholen. De deelnemende leerkrachten ontwikkelden en orkestreerden 

tweemaal per week een discussie in de klas, afwisselend in een kleine groep en met 

de hele klas. Pre- en post-observaties van groepsgesprekken lieten zien dat de 

deelnemende leerkrachten in staat waren om de interactie in hun klas meer 

dialogisch te maken. Onze data liet bijvoorbeeld zien dat leerkrachten meer 

dialogische gesprekstechnieken gebruiken tijdens de post-observatie in vergelijking 

met de pre-observatie. Dit is een indicatie dat zij in staat waren om een dialogische 

gesprekscultuur op te bouwen. Bij de kinderen (N = 92) die deelnamen aan deze 

studie werd voorafgaand, halverwege en na afloop van de interventie de mondelinge 

communicatieve competentie gemeten met behulp van de Nijmeegse Pragmatiek 

Test. Tussen pre- en post-test lieten de kinderen een significante vooruitgang zien in 

hun mondelinge communicatieve competentie, met een gemiddeld tot groot effect. 

Daarnaast lieten pre- en post-observaties van de gesprekken in klassen zien dat 

kinderen tijdens de post-observatie gemiddeld meer woorden per turn gebruikten 
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en vaker ‘lange turns’ (i.e., turns gelijk aan of langer dan 13 woorden) hadden in het 

gesprek. Verder gingen de kinderen gedurende de interventie vaker woorden 

gebruiken die indicatief waren voor een verbetering van hun mondelinge 

communicatieve competentie. Het ging hierbij om woorden als ‘omdat’, ‘want’, 

‘ik/hij/zij bedoel(t)…’. Door de exploratieve en kleinschalige aard van deze studie 

konden wij de interventie en het professionaliseringsprogramma optimaliseren 

alvorens deze op grote schaal te implementeren en evalueren.  

 In hoofdstuk 6 presenteerden wij de resultaten van een quasi-

experimentele studie naar de effecten van dialogische gesprekken in klassen op de 

mondelinge communicatieve competentie en domeinspecifieke kennis van jonge 

kinderen. De studie die wij in dit hoofdstuk beschreven is een van de weinige studies 

in het domein van onderzoek naar gesprekken en interactie in klassen waarin 

gebruik wordt gemaakt van een quasi-experimenteel design (pre-test-post-test-

vergelijkingsgroep-design). In totaal namen 21 leerkrachten en 469 kinderen in de 

leeftijd van 4-6 jaar deel aan deze studie. De leerkrachten werden random 

toegewezen aan de interventie (12 leerkrachten) of vergelijkingsconditie (negen 

leerkrachten). Gedurende zes weken voerden alle deelnemende leerkrachten 

dezelfde zes gesprekken met de kinderen rond het thema ‘wat is dat voor een 

beest?’. De leerkrachten in de interventieconditie namen deel aan een 

professionaliseringsprogramma bestaande uit een workshop over het voeren van 

dialogische gesprekken, 10 verschillende gesprekstechnieken om dialogische 

gesprekken te voeren, wekelijkse gesprekken met de hele klas waarin zij konden 

oefenen met het gebruik van de gesprekstechnieken en zes reflectiesessies waarin 

video-observaties van gesprekken in de klas samen met de leerkracht werden 

besproken. De mondelinge communicatieve competentie van de kinderen werd 

gemeten met de Nijmeegse Pragmatiek Test en domeinspecifieke kennis werd 

gemeten met een test die wij in de context van dit onderzoek ontwikkelden (zie 

Appendix C). Analyses van pre- en post-observaties van gesprekken in klassen lieten 

zien dat de betrouwbaarheid van onze interventie hoog was. Daarnaast bleek uit de 
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analyses van de post-observaties dat leerkrachten in de interventieconditie 

significant vaker gebruik maakten van de verschillende dialogische 

gesprekstechnieken dan de leerkrachten in de vergelijkingsconditie. Op het niveau 

van de kinderen lieten multilevel analyses van pre- en post-test scores zien dat onze 

interventie een significant effect had op de mondelinge communicatieve 

competentie van de kinderen, met een gemiddeld tot groot effect. Verrassend 

genoeg vonden wij geen effect van conditie op de domeinspecifieke kennis van de 

kinderen. Een mogelijke verklaring is dat de kinderen in de interventie conditie 

tijdens de gesprekken vaak met onverwachte vragen of ideeën kwamen die 

aanleiding gaven tot verdere verdieping en het gesprek in een nieuwe richting 

stuurde. Het gevolg was dat de gesprekken in de interventieconditie afweken van de 

lesinhoud die beschreven was in de handleiding van de leerkracht. Gesprekken in de 

vergelijkingsconditie waren daarentegen vaak zeer gestructureerd, waarbij de 

leerkracht er op een sturende wijze voor zorgde dat alle inhoud uit de handleiding 

aan bod kwam in het gesprek. Hoewel wij geen effect vonden van onze interventie 

op de domeinspecifieke kennis van de kinderen, laat deze studie wel zien dat de 

deelname van kinderen aan dialogische gesprekken een bijdrage kan leveren aan de 

ontwikkeling van hun communicatieve vaardigheden.  

 In hoofdstuk 7 integreerden en bediscussieerden wij de conceptuele en 

empirische exploraties die in de hoofdstukken 2-6 werden beschreven. Hoofdstuk 7 

beschrijft daarnaast enkele beperkingen van het onderzoek, zoals de 

betrouwbaarheid van onze domeinspecifieke kennis test, de relatief korte duur van 

onze interventie en de complexiteit van het meten van een ingewikkeld construct als 

mondelinge communicatieve competentie. Naast deze beperkingen gaven de 

uitkomsten van de studies in dit proefschrift ook aanleiding voor vervolgonderzoek. 

Ten eerste stelden wij dat er meer conceptueel onderzoek nodig is om duidelijkheid 

en transparantie te verschaffen ten aanzien van de onderliggende assumpties die 

worden gehanteerd in het ontwerpen en uitvoeren van studies op het terrein van 

gesprekken en interactie in klassen. Wat wordt bijvoorbeeld verstaan onder 
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‘dialogische gesprekken’, welke gesprekstechnieken en gespreksformats worden er 

ingezet, en op welke wijze wordt de kwaliteit van de gesprekken gemeten (i.e., hoe 

dialogisch is het gesprek). Ten tweede is er meer longitudinaal onderzoek nodig om 

de complexiteit van dialogische gesprekken en de ontwikkeling van een dialogische 

dispositie van leerlingen die over langere tijd deelnemen aan dialogische gesprekken 

beter te begrijpen. Ten derde zou toekomstig onderzoek zich ook moeten richten op 

de mogelijkheden van het ontwikkelen van een minder tijdsintensieve interventie 

voor de professionalisering van leerkrachten, zoals door middel van het gebruik van 

een online leeromgeving.  

 De studies in deze dissertatie hebben verschillende implicaties voor de 

onderwijspraktijk. De voornaamste implicatie is dat onze conceptuele en empirische 

exploraties leerkrachten en onderwijsbegeleiders voorzien van een praktische 

interventie om dialogische gesprekken in te voeren in de onderbouw van het primair 

onderwijs. Daarnaast laten onze studies zien dat het voeren van dialogische 

gesprekken de ontwikkeling van de mondelinge communicatieve competentie van 

kinderen in de leeftijd van 4-7 jaar bevordert. Gezien het belang van een goede 

mondelinge taalvaardigheid voor academisch succes, sociale acceptatie in groepen, 

en het leren en denken van kinderen is het volgens ons van groot belang dat 

leerkrachten deze vaardigheid al van jongs af aan stimuleren.  

 Hoewel er in het onderwijs nog altijd weinig dialogische gesprekken worden 

gevoerd, laat dit proefschrift zien dat het mogelijk is om leerkrachten in de 

onderbouw van het primair onderwijs te leren om verschillende dialogische 

gesprekstechnieken te hanteren die hen ondersteunen om de interactie in hun klas 

meer dialogisch te maken. De evaluatie van MODEL2TALK liet zien dat deze 

interventie een effect heeft op de mondelinge communicatieve competentie van 

jonge kinderen. Wij hopen dat de studies in dit proefschrift bijdragen aan het 

interessante onderzoeksdomein naar interactie en gesprekken in klassen en andere 

onderzoekers en leerkrachten inspireert om gebruik te maken van en voort te 

bouwen op het onderzoek dat wij in dit proefschrift hebben gepresenteerd.  
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