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Enacting Quality Talk Discussions 
About Text: From Knowing the Model 
to Navigating the Dynamics of Dialogic 
Classroom Culture
P. Karen Murphy, Rachel M. V. Croninger, Sara E. Baszczewski, Cory L. Tondreau

This is my 14th fall as an elementary school teacher. The 
students and I will arrive on the first day with new ideas and 
old experiences, and then we will spend much of the year 
navigating our way to a shared culture.

“Mrs. S.,” Third- Grade Teacher, September 2011.

There is a great deal of practical wisdom embedded 
in the sentiments expressed by Mrs. S. Each school 
year, teachers and students acquire knowledge and 

experience as well as a sense of expectations prominent in 
a given classroom culture, particularly as it relates to norms 
about talk. Such talk norms are often explicitly highlighted 
on wall posters (e.g., “Listen and Follow Instructions”; Alter 
& Haydon, 2017) and emphasize teacher control (e.g., ver-
bal behaviors or compliance with adults). By comparison, 
norms pertaining to interpretive authority (Mayer, 2009) 
over content are implicit in teacher’s discursive pedagogy. 
As a case in point, consider an Initiate- Respond- Evaluate 
(IRE) pattern of classroom discussion (Mehan, 1979). No 
teacher or student needs an orientation to this dialogic 
pattern of a teacher asking a text-  or content- based ques-
tion to students, then calling on a student who, in turn, 
responds, followed by the teacher evaluating the suffi-
ciency or accuracy of the response (Cazden, 1988). Indeed, 
from schools in the United States to South Africa, Mainland 
China, Taiwan, or Switzerland, we have found this pattern 
is common currency in classroom discussions, despite 
the relative ineffectiveness of the approach (e.g., Murphy & 
Quality Talk Team, 2021). This type of discursive pedagogy 
implicitly reinforces norms of teacher control and interpre-
tive authority. Furthermore, Mrs. S. clearly understood that 
traces of these norms travel with the teacher and the stu-
dents as they progress through their careers and school-
ing. More importantly, however, she deeply embraced the 
idea that there are always opportunities (e.g., new school 
year, teacher- researcher partnership, literacy coaching, or 
professional development) to reflect on one’s pedagogical 
practices and to work with students to establish or shift 
classroom culture.

Although the conversation with Mrs. S. occurred more 
than a decade ago, we often share her wisdom with teach-
ers implementing Quality Talk discussions in their class-
rooms, because altering established discursive practices 
is a process— a process that involves reflecting on current 
practices, knowledge building, and navigating the fluid 
dynamics of dialogic classroom culture. Such a process 
can not only take a good deal of time to instantiate, but 
also like most pedagogical change (Gregoire, 2003), it can 
be simultaneously perplexing and exciting (e.g., Murphy 
& Firetto, 2018). Quality Talk (QT) is a teacher- facilitated, 
student- centered small- group discussion approach whose 
aim is to promote students’ high- level comprehension 
(Murphy, 2018). By high- level comprehension, we refer to 
“students’ ability to think critically and analytically about, 
around, and with text and content” (Murphy, 2018, p. xi). As 
a discussion approach, QT emerged from a multi- pronged 
exploration of the (a) effectiveness of various small- group 
discussion approaches in enhancing students’ high- 
level comprehension (see Murphy et al., 2009), a detailed 
(b) investigation of the instructional framing (Wilkinson  
et al., 2019), and (c) an analysis of the nature of the dis-
course that emerges in most effective approaches to 
discussion (Soter et al., 2009). The initial resulting discus-
sion model has been enhanced based on our collaborative 
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work with teachers and contemporary investigations (see 
Murphy & Firetto, 2018).

Over the last decade, the resulting QT discussion 
model has shown to be effective at improving students’ 
comprehension and critical- analytic thinking and rea-
soning both orally and in writing across a host of con-
tent areas and grades including elementary language 
arts (e.g., Murphy et al., 2017) and mathematics (e.g., 
Lloyd & Murphy, in press), high school chemistry and 
physics (e.g., Murphy et al., 2018), college English and 
ancient Chinese (e.g., Tzean, 2021), and undergraduate 
elementary mathematics teacher education (e.g., Lloyd 
& Murphy, in press). In addition to improving high- level 
comprehension, QT has been shown to improve oral 
reading fluency in an array of diverse schools in the 
United States (e.g., Firetto et al., 2019) and in English 
language learning contexts including South Africa (e.g., 
Sefhedi et al., 2021), Taiwan (e.g., Chen & Lo, 2021), and 
Mainland China (Wei et al., 2021).

As we mentioned, implementing QT is a process that 
unfolds over time as the teacher and students work col-
laboratively to learn the various aspects of the approach 
and to navigate the dynamics of altering longstanding 
patterns of discussion that make up the dialogic culture 
of a classroom. In this article, we overview the compo-
nents of the QT discussion model, emphasizing the 
aspects of each component that are critical for dialogic 
culture change. Having established the reader’s initial 
knowledge of the model, we then share what we under-
stand to be dynamic factors that teachers must navigate 
as they build a dialogic culture with their students. Finally, 
we propose considerations for discourse- intensive peda-
gogy in small- group discussions.

An Illustrative Case
“Ms. Legere” was a fifth- grade teacher with 3 years of 
teaching experience in various elementary grades. She 
identified as a White, cisgendered woman, with a middle- 
class socio- economic status, and taught in an elemen-
tary school in a large town with suburban neighborhoods 
situated in a rural county. The school population was 
predominantly White and more than 50% of the students 
received free or reduced lunch, but all students had sup-
plies provided by parents or guardians and the school. 
Three of the students participating in the group presented 
as girls and three students presented as boys; the small 
group included one Student of Color and five students 
who presented as White. Our research team working with  
Ms. Legere was comprised of six cisgendered women with 
advanced degrees, two of whom were born and raised in 
Mainland China. The remaining women identified as White 

and of European (n = 3) or Cuban (n = 1) descent. Three 
members of our team were multilingual.

Contextually, the school made use of a basal read-
ing series and the students read at least one major text 
from the reader each week. The texts varied in genre, but 
the text difficulty and length increased over the course 
of the school year. These transcripts were taken from her 
first year of experience employing QT as a discussion 
approach. However, most of the students in her class 
learned about QT and took part in weekly QT discussions 
as fourth graders.

Transcript #1 (Figure 1) is an excerpt from Ms. Legere’s 
baseline discussion timepoint and Transcript #2 (Figure 2) 
was taken from Ms. Legere’s second QT discussion time-
point after she took part in a 2- day Quality Talk professional 
development (PD). During the 2- day PD, teachers acquired 
knowledge about the QT model, took part in QT discussions 
as facilitator and participant, learned to code transcripts of 
classroom discussion, watched videos of QT discussions 
and made judgments about teacher talk moves, received 
instruction regarding the QT student lessons, and collabo-
rated with the QT team to design their QT literacy journal 
and a schedule for implementing QT in their classroom 
(see Murphy & Firetto, 2018 for extended description of 
the PD). Transcript #3 (Figure 3) was taken from her sev-
enteenth discussion timepoint. Over the school year,  
Ms. Legere facilitated approximately 75 QT discussions 
across the three discussion groups (i.e., 25 discussions per 
group or approximately one per week) in her class covering 
texts from the basal reader. Each discussion was approxi-
mately 20 minutes in duration. Ms. Legere also imple-
mented 12 QT discourse lessons (i.e., Lessons 1– 6 on Types 
of Questions, Lessons 7– 10 on Argumentation, Lessons 11– 
12 on Written Argumentation/Compare and Contrast).

Over the school year, Ms. Legere also took part in 
seven ongoing PD sessions, approximately once a 
month, with QT discourse coaches. Prior to each ses-
sion, Ms. Legere and a discussion coach each coded 
the middle 10 minutes or 80 turns of a recent discus-
sion from her class. During the ongoing PD, Ms. Legere 
and the coach discussed their coding and “shining 
moments” or outstanding episodes from the discussion, 
brainstormed about possible ways to navigate challeng-
ing dynamics that she was experiencing, and set goals 
for the next discussion. Importantly, our findings from 
both the professional development sessions, QT dis-
cussion lessons, and coaching show that Ms. Legere 
implemented QT with very high fidelity. As a result,  
Ms. Legere experienced many, many shining moments 
in her facilitated discussions and the improvement in 
her facilitation and students’ critical- analytic discourse 
is particularly evident in the discussion transcripts. That 
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said, she also experienced challenges in navigating 
some aspects of the discussion dynamics. We use this 
illustrative case throughout the article to provide spe-
cific examples of both the components of the QT model 
and potential tensions that may arise as teachers and 
students build a QT- enhanced dialogic culture.

The Quality Talk Model
The QT model is comprised of four components: an ideal 
instructional frame, discourse elements, a set of teacher 
modeling and scaffolding discussion moves, and peda-
gogical principles.

Figure 1  
Transcript of Quality Talk Discussion Prior to Implementation

Note. Transcript #1 is an excerpt from Ms. Legere’s baseline discussion, conducted prior to implementation of QT, including participation in the initial QT 
professional development (O‘Dell, 2013). The color figure can be viewed in the online version of this article at http://ila.onlinelibrary.wiley.com.
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Ideal Instructional Frame
The ideal instructional frame is a set of conditions speci-
fying the structure of QT discussions as carried out in 
practice. Often, implementing these structural fea-
tures of QT gives way to concomitant visible changes 
in the dialogic culture of the class (e.g., arrangement 
of seats for small- group discussion). As elucidated in 

Figure 4, these conditions include practical consider-
ations such as group size and composition, duration of 
the discussion, stance toward or goal for reading a text, 
pre- discussion and post- discussion activities, and estab-
lishing a set of discourse expectations. In addition, the 
instructional frame outlines new and distinct teacher and 
student roles that represent a significant departure from 

Figure 2  
Transcript of Quality Talk Discussion Early in Implementation

Note. Transcript #2 is an excerpt from week 2 of Ms. Legere’s QT discussions (Fraser, 2013). The color figure can be viewed in the online version of this 
article at http://ila.onlinelibrary.wiley.com.
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Figure 3  
Transcript of Quality Talk Discussion Late in Implementation

Note. Transcript #3 is an excerpt from week 17 of Ms. Legere’s discussions (Ballard & Archbold, 2013). At this point, Ms. Legere had facilitated 
approximately 48 QT discussions and participated in six coaching sessions. The color figure can be viewed in the online version of this article at http://ila.
onlinelibrary.wiley.com.
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the traditional IRE pattern of classroom discussions (see 
Tables 1 and 2). We have found that adapting to these 
new roles is critical for shifting the dialogic culture of a 
classroom (Wei et al., 2018).

For instance, like Ms. Legere, teachers implement-
ing QT in their classroom act as intentional instructors 
by helping their students gain the requisite knowledge 
for participating productively in QT discussions. This 
includes providing explicit instruction about QT discourse 
elements (i.e., question and response types) and guided 
practice using those discourse elements prior to dis-
cussion. During the discussion itself, the teacher’s role 
becomes one of fading facilitator, supporting students’ 
productive talk (i.e., discourse elements) and, over time, 
releasing control of the discourse and interpretive author-
ity to students. As students take on this responsibility, the 
teacher acts as an effortful evaluator, providing feedback 
and guidance only when necessary and in a way that does 
not take interpretive authority away from the students. 
These changes can be observed both in the teachers’ 
discourse as well as their physical presence within the 
discussion setting (e.g., teacher as sun to teacher as par-
ticipant; see Figure 5).

This transition in the teacher’s role occurs concurrently 
with changes in students’ roles in discussion. Importantly, 
while most students are accustomed to answering teach-
ers’ questions (e.g., Transcript #1), very few have experi-
ence asking meaningful questions or sharing their own, 
authentic ideas. As students learn about productive dis-
cussion and observe the teacher demonstrating such 
discussion, students shift from answering the teacher’s 
questions to asking questions and providing their original 
ideas about the text. As demonstrated in Transcript #3, 
during an exceptional QT discussion, students take on 
the bulk of the responsibility for their learning by respond-
ing to and evaluating each other’s ideas, ultimately taking 
on interpretive authority of the text and thus their under-
standing of it.

Discourse Elements
Like Vygotsky (1978), we view talk as an externalization 
of thought. As such, the discourse elements, the second 
model component, are of central importance in QT. In 
fact, we know that student talk characterized by high inci-
dences of QT discourse elements is strongly related to 
improvements in students’ high- level comprehension (e.g., 
Murphy et al., 2018). The discourse elements refer to spe-
cific question and response types that represent produc-
tive teacher and student interactions during small- group 
discussions about text (see Soter et al., 2009). Authentic 
questions, as defined in Table 3, are open ended and invite 
students to contribute their own thinking to the discussion, 
while test questions have prespecified answers and often 
invite students to revoice or report someone else’s thinking 
(Nystrand, 1997).

As students take control of authentic questioning, we 
have observed less teacher talk, decreases in test ques-
tions, and the presence of uptake (i.e., when someone 
asks a follow- up question about what someone else said 
previously; Table 3), not to mention higher engagement 
(e.g., Murphy et al., 2018). As we can see in Transcript #1, 
prior to the initial professional development, Ms. Legere’s 
questions in turns 1, 5, and 9 simply quiz her students’ 
ability to recall the text, holding them to a literal interpre-
tation of the content. In contrast, the authentic questions 
posed by both Ms. Legere and her students in Transcripts 
#2 and #3 open the dialogic floor to generalization, anal-
ysis, and speculation as well as connections to outside 
texts and students’ shared and personal experiences.

The discourse elements also include individual and 
co- constructed responses (see Table 3). We draw on 
Jacoby and Ochs (1995) in conceptualizing our under-
standing of co- construction: “…joint creation of a form, 
interpretation, stance….the co-  prefix in co- construction 
is intended to cover a range of interactional processes….

Figure 4  
Quality Talk Discussion Model

Note. The color figure can be viewed in the online version of this article 
at http://ila.onlinelibrary.wiley.com.
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co- construction does not necessarily entail affiliative 
or supportive interactions” (p. 171). In fact, many of our 
response types are rooted in principles of argumenta-
tion. For example, students are encouraged to explain, 
elaborate, and justify their thinking with reasons and 
evidence (i.e., elaborated explanations, see Transcripts 
#2 and #3). Over time, students learn to support their 
peers’ contributions by providing additional reasons 
and evidence from the text (i.e., cumulative talk), and 
begin to manifest their ability to evaluate and chal-
lenge the strength of their peers’ evidence and reason-
ing (i.e., exploratory talk; Mercer, 2000). For example, in 
contrast to Transcript #1 where Ms. Legere determines 
the correct answers to a question, in Transcript #3, we 
see the students demonstrate interpretive authority by 
continually challenging each other’s contributions and 
thinking. Such dialogic shifts promote students’ high- 
level comprehension.

Teacher Modeling and Scaffolding
The third component of the QT model, teacher model-
ing and scaffolding, refers to a set of teacher discussion 
moves that facilitate students’ productive talk during QT 
discussions. As described in Table 4, the five teacher 
moves include challenging, marking, modeling, prompt-
ing, and summarizing. We have chosen to emphasize 

these moves in QT because they have been shown to sup-
port students’ high- level comprehension during discus-
sion (Wei et al., 2018). In essence, these moves are tools 
that teachers use in their role as an effortful evaluator and 
a fading facilitator without taking interpretive authority 
away from their students, and enable the teacher to model 
the discourse skills they want their students to exhibit 
(Anderson et al., 2001). For instance, during the second 
QT discussion, Ms. Legere modeled uptake questions as 
a way of signaling to her students that they should do the 
same during discussion (see Transcript #2).

Effective application of the teacher moves requires 
not only knowing what they entail, but also being able to 
analyze the discussion in real time to recognize where 
these moves would be most advantageous. For instance, 
a teacher may recognize that their students are posing a 
plethora of connection questions but no high- level think-
ing questions, or that they are not challenging each other. 
Making these impromptu decisions takes knowledge and 
practice. As such, teachers participating in the QT pro-
fessional development are shown clips of challenging 
moments during discussion and then asked to reflect 
upon if and how they would use teacher scaffolding 
moves to help bolster students’ productive talk. This expe-
rience allowed Ms. Legere to utilize teacher moves stra-
tegically during early QT discussions, prompting shifts in 

Table 1  
Teacher Roles

Role Definition Examples

Intentional 
instructor

Teachers provide explicit instruction 
for students on the discourse 
elements essential to high- quality 
discussions

■ Mini lessons on how to ask questions that elicit 
elaborated responses and how to answer questions 
with valid reasons and evidence

■ Guided practice with modeling of the discourse 
elements

■ Pre- discussion and post- discussion activities
Fading facilitator Teachers share control of turns and 

topic with students while gradually 
releasing more responsibility to 
students over time

■ Using discourse moves to guide students toward 
engaging in productive talk and to maintain the flow of 
discussion and ensure participation from everyone.

■ Using prompting to encourage justification for 
students’ responses with reasons or evidence

■ Fading from discussion while students begin to engage 
in an open style of discourse

Effortful evaluator Teachers provide evaluation on 
student’s high- level comprehension

■ When a student offers an elaborated explanation, 
teachers gauge the quality of talk and provide formative 
feedback for enhancing students’ learning

■ Teachers provide summative feedback after a talk by 
suggesting future goals, including specific goals (e.g., 
each student ask one prepared authentic question 
for future discussions) or general goals (e.g., no 
interruptions during the talk)
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the discursive culture as students took on responsibility 
for the talk and thus allowing her to fade her use of such 
facilitative discussion moves.

Pedagogical Principles
Pedagogical principles, the final component of the QT 
model, refer to six beliefs about discussion- based peda-
gogy that we see as key conditions for shifting dialogic 
classroom culture. The first two pedagogical principles 
are closely related to the ideal instructional frame: (1) 
establish normative discourse expectations and (2) have 
content clarity. Normative discourse expectations serve 
as “ground rules” for the discussion, and thus, set the 
boundaries for verbal exchanges between discussion 
members. For example, prior to each discussion Ms. 
Legere read a set of ground rules (e.g., “We don’t need 
to raise hands.”; “We question or argue about ideas not 
people.”; or If we disagree, we ask ‘Why...?’ and ‘How...?’”; 
see Murphy & Firetto, 2018) that are designed to support 
the kinds of productive talk and participation patterns 
we hope to see during QT discussions. It is also impor-
tant that teachers come to each discussion with content 
clarity. That is, a strong understanding of the text and 
the key content they want their students to take away 
from the discussion. We encourage teachers to prepare 

“back- pocket” authentic questions related to their con-
tent goals that they can use to foster students’ text-  and 
content- based understandings or to redirect students’ 
thinking regarding common misconceptions pertaining 
to the text or content.

The third pedagogical principle, talk is a tool for think-
ing and interthinking, refers to the belief that talk is the 
external representation of students’ thinking and that lan-
guage can be used to share information and construct 
knowledge together (Vygotsky, 1978). As we mentioned 
previously, it is essential that teachers and students 
value their interactions during QT discussions as a 
social mode of thinking during which teachers and stu-
dents can make sense of a text together. By engaging in 
this collective sense making, students internalize these 
skills and are eventually able to utilize them individually. 
Indeed, Leontyev (1981) held that through social interac-
tion, the participants in the discussion “intermingle” and 
come to form part of the internal makeup of the group 
members. Embrace space and diversity within the dis-
course, the fourth pedagogical principle, is also related to 
the discourse elements and refers to the fact that no two 
discussions will be the same. Each student brings their 
own perspectives, experiences, and prior knowledge to 
the discussion— perspectives that will manifest as unique 

Table 2  
Student Roles

Role Definition Examples

Engaged learner Students must engage in the discussions by 
generating authentic questions and responding 
to questions using reasons and evidence

■ Learning discourse tools, including types 
of authentic questions

■ Learning to generate elaborated 
responses and engage in exploratory talk 
with challenges

■ Participating pre- discussion activities, 
such as writing authentic questions and 
reviewing prior knowledge

Thoughtful interpreter Students interpret the text and content as well 
as the talk within the group

■ Actively interpretating associated 
discourse, and regarding themselves as a 
source of knowledge

■ Initiating authentic questions, providing 
well- reasoned responses, and examining 
each other’s argument

Reflexive responder Students learn and reflect on the discourse 
generated by their peers and the teacher

■ Students engage in productive talk by 
learning and appropriating others’ discourse 
moves

■ Students may utilize teacher feedbacks 
on better at asking and responding to 
questions and guiding themselves and 
their peers toward deeper text and content 
understandings as well
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authentic questions or responses to others’ questions. 
To successfully enact QT, teachers must value these indi-
vidual differences as a core strength that their students 
bring to discussion.

The two final pedagogical principles are closely related 
to teacher modeling and scaffolding. Gradual release of 
responsibility refers to the process of the teacher releas-
ing control of the discussion to the students. For instance, 
as can be seen in Transcript #1, at the start of the year, 
Ms. Legere asked all of the questions and held interpre-
tive authority over the text. She then released some con-
trol after the initial professional development, allowing her 
students to contribute their thinking to the discussion. 
Finally, by the end of the year, the students were asking 
most questions and evaluating each other’s thinking. The 
sixth pedagogical principle, balance responsiveness and 

structure, refers to the balancing act required to ensure 
that discussions remain productive while releasing con-
trol to the students. That is, while it is critical for students 
to have the opportunity to contribute their thinking and 
experiences during discussion, the teacher must provide 
enough structure to ensure productive learning about the 
text. Over the years, we have found that teachers differen-
tially embrace these various pedagogical principles and 
still successfully enact QT discussions. Indeed, it is the 
navigation of the tensions characterizing many of these 
principles that seem more important than some uniform 
level of belief regarding their centrality to discussion. In 
the next section, we detail three areas that teachers and 
their students often co- navigate as they reorient them-
selves to new expectations for classroom interaction.

Navigating the Dynamics of Dialogic 
Culture
As we mentioned, a primary goal of Quality Talk (QT) is 
for students to engage in critical- analytic thinking about, 
around, and with text during discussion (Murphy, 2018). 
Students are encouraged to talk not just about what is 
explicitly stated in the text, but also around and with the 
text— making connections between the text and other 
things they have read or experienced as well as explor-
ing the deeper, underlying content or views represented in 
the text (Murphy & Quality Talk Team, 2021). This goal is 
directly related to the dialogic culture QT supports, includ-
ing an open participation pattern and students holding 
interpretive authority. That said, instantiating a new cul-
ture of dialogue means that once common talk norms will, 
potentially, be at odds with QT discourse practices. What 
we have found is that recognizing and finding ways to navi-
gate these tensions improves teachers’ efficacy for foster-
ing students’ critical- analytic thinking and comprehension 
through discussion (Murphy & Firetto, 2018; Murphy & 
Quality Talk Team, 2021). In this section, we highlight some 
of the more common tensions that arise during our ongo-
ing discussion coaching with teachers implementing QT.

Balancing Content and Discourse Goals
In the early days of implementing QT, teachers fre-
quently voice concerns about the challenge of bal-
ancing their content and discourse goals. A teacher’s 
content goals are the main ideas or understandings that 
the teacher wishes for the students to take away from 
the text. For example, in Transcript #2, Ms. Legere may 
have wanted students to come away from the discus-
sion with an understanding of the experiences of the 
immigrant groups who worked to construct railroads 

Figure 5  
Discourse Patterns

Note. Panel a: Teacher- directed discourse pattern in which the teacher 
acts as the “SUN.” The teacher asks more of the questions and one 
student answers each question. Panel b: Student- centered discourse 
pattern in which students ask most of the questions, multiple students 
answer each question, and student responses are elaborated. The 
color figure can be viewed in the online version of this article at http://
ila.onlinelibrary.wiley.com.
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across the United States. At the same time, she had 
discourse goals for the students, which included behav-
iors or markers of productive talk that she wanted the 
students to engage in during the discussion. The week 
that Transcript #2 took place, students had just learned 

about authentic and test questions, so Ms. Legere may 
have wanted students to ask authentic questions during 
this discussion. Both the content and discourse goals 
are important and sometimes it seems as though they 
cannot be simultaneously monitored or achieved.

Table 3  
Discourse Elements

Type Definition

Question Types Authentic question (AQ) Has multiple acceptable answers; speaker is genuinely 
interested in knowing how others will respond; answer 
is not pre- specified

Test question (TQ) Presupposes a particular answer; answer is explicitly 
stated in the text or is generally known

Uptake question (UT) Asks about something that someone else said 
previously

Speculation question (SQ) Elicits consideration of alternative possibilities
High- level thinking question 
(HLT)

Elicits generalization or analysis by engaging in 
inductive or deductive reasoning

Connection question (CQ) Elicits a connection to another text (e.g., books, movies, 
TV shows, artwork, website) or shared knowledge

Affective question (AF) Elicits connections between the text and students’ 
feelings or life experiences

Response Types Elaborated explanation (EE) A statement with a claim (i.e., position, opinion, or 
belief) that is based on at least two independent, 
conjunctive, or causally connected forms of support 
(i.e., reasons or evidence)

Exploratory talk (ET) Learners build, evaluate, and share knowledge over 
several turns; there must be an element of challenge

Cumulative talk (CT) Learners build positively, but uncritically, on what 
others have said over several turns; does not include an 
element of challenge

Table 4  
Quality Talk Teacher Modeling and Scaffolding Discussion Moves

Type Definition Example

Summarizing Overviewing what has been said “Let us pause and summarize what we have 
said…”

Modeling Explicitly stating what she/he is going to do 
before doing it

“I’m going to ask an uptake question…”

Marking Complimenting a specific aspect of the 
discourse

“That’s great use of evidence from the text, 
Ruth!”

Prompting Encouraging a student to elaborate on a 
response

“So why do you think that?”

Challenging Asking a student or group to consider another 
point of view

“I am not sure I quite agree with you. Have you 
considered…”
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As a case in point, in Transcript #2, Ms. Legere relied 
on prior her discussion norms to achieve her content goals 
at the expense of the predetermined discourse goals. 
Specifically, although there was a shift from Transcripts #1 
to #2 with fewer test questions and more authentic ques-
tions, all questions were still raised by Ms. Legere, and 
focused on what she thought was important for students 
to discuss. However, her content- driven approach inhibited 
students from asking their own authentic questions (i.e., dis-
course goal) about, around, and with the text.

Importantly, there are ways that teachers can 
improve their ability to navigate this strain between 
content and discourse goals. For example, reflecting 
on the discussions they facilitate often provides teach-
ers with valuable insight into balancing these goals. 
During her ongoing QT professional development, Ms. 
Legere watched and coded the discourse from these 
discussions. Through coding the discourse, she recog-
nized how she maintained control of the talk and lim-
ited student questioning. Ms. Legere reflected on how 
she was concerned about the students getting off the 
central topic. In response, we emphasized the impor-
tance of monitoring the extent to which students’ talk 
is still around and with the text or content. By the seven-
teenth discussion timepoint, excerpted in Transcript #3,   
Ms. Legere has accomplished the goal of supporting 
students’ independence during discussion, resulting in 
a discussion where students asked the questions, pro-
vided reasoned responses, and challenged each other’s 
ideas, all while continuing to talk about, around, and with 
the text.

Another common instructional strategy for navi-
gating this tension is the use of back pocket questions 
(i.e., questions focused on the central content or com-
mon misconceptions). Writing two to three back pocket 
questions prior to the discussion allows teachers to con-
solidate their thinking regarding the content goals of the 
discussion. These questions can then be used by the 
teacher as a mechanism to pull students’ attention back 
to the most important aspects of the text if the need 
arises. In Transcript #3, Ms. Legere is not observed ask-
ing any questions, but she had back pocket questions at 
her disposal if students’ talk strayed too far from the text 
or superficially engaged a particularly important aspect 
of the text.

Tempering Teaching in the Face of Student 
Struggle
By definition, the act of teaching involves showing or 
explaining (Bruner, 1966). As such, sitting and quietly 
listening to students struggle to understand a text or 

content during a discussion is inherently difficult for 
most teachers. We have found that teachers feel com-
pelled to intervene when students’ vocalizations indi-
cate, even for a brief period, a lack of understanding 
during a discussion. Indeed, there is a tension inher-
ent in tempering one’s desire to explicitly intervene in 
the face of student struggle. Although the form of the 
intervention may vary from a detailed explanation of a 
text or full lecture on the topic to a series of test ques-
tions meant to establish basic understanding, all forms 
of instruction are intended to help students understand 
and reduce their struggle. The challenge in such a 
dynamic is that when teachers take over discussions to 
instruct or explain, it can serve as an indicator to stu-
dents that they no longer control the discussion or hold 
interpretive authority (Mayer, 2009). Moreover, it dimin-
ishes opportunities for students to co- construct under-
standing (Jacoby & Ochs, 1995). It takes time to develop 
the tolerance to allow students the room to embrace 
their own struggle and grow within it, particularly when 
they are used to looking to the teacher for an answer. 
Teachers must develop ways to navigate these situa-
tions without reclaiming control of the discussions.

As a case in point, during week 8 of QT, Ms. Legere 
and her students discussed the text, The Fabulous 
Perpetual Motion Machine, about a group of students 
who attempted to build a perpetual motion machine for 
their upcoming school science fair. The machine fails in 
spectacular fashion, stealing energy from the next- door 
neighbors rather than generating energy itself. During  
Ms. Legere’s next coaching session, she recalled that she 
was unsure of what to do when it was clear that her stu-
dents did not understand that the machine in the story 
did not work as the characters intended. Ms. Legere said 
that she instinctively stepped in to explain the text and 
realized too late that by reverting to test questions, she 
took away an opportunity for students to co- construct 
understanding. That said, watching students struggle felt 
incongruent with her teacher identity.

Together, we worked through strategies that  
Ms. Legere could use that would support the students’ 
basic understanding of the text, and allow them to hold 
interpretive authority. For instance, rather than relying 
on leading questions in future discussions, Ms. Legere 
used teacher moves to prompt students for reasons and 
evidence to support their thinking, challenged students’ 
arguments by pushing them to reconsider their point of 
view, and modeled uptake questions as a way of open-
ing the dialogic floor for alternative thinking. These tools 
enabled Ms. Legere to temper her need to instruct yet 
still provide support for students as they worked to co- 
construct understandings about difficult texts or content.
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Time as Precious, Nonrenewable Resource
Time is an extremely limited resource in elementary 
language arts classrooms, particularly in cases where 
the school district is implementing a basal curriculum. 
In essence, every minute of the language arts time is 
accounted for by the activities of the basal reading series. 
Necessarily, time becomes a precious, non- renewable 
resource in classrooms, and teachers are reluctant to 
devote time to activities like small- group discussion. 
Minute for minute, an IRE dialogic model allows teachers 
to canvas student understanding in a fairly quick fashion. 
By contrast, enacting the QT discussion model takes rela-
tively more time. During a typical week of QT, a substan-
tive amount of class time is spent on activities that bolster 
students’ ability to engage in productive talk as well as the 
discussions themselves. As seen in Figure 6, these activi-
ties include delivering lessons about QT discourse ele-
ments, employing pre- discussion activities that focus the 
students’ text- based engagement on key ideas, important 
vocabulary, asking valuable questions, and administering 
post- discussion writing exercises that further cement stu-
dents’ understanding of the text.

Across Ms. Legere’s implementation of QT, we found 
that she devoted ample time for all these components of 
QT in her classroom. Her commitment to implementing 
QT with a high degree of fidelity was vital to changing the 
dialogic culture of the classroom. Over years of working 
with teachers and their students, we have found that the 
discomfort caused by shifting the roles of the teacher 
and students during classroom discourse tends to dis-
sipate after students have engaged in about 10 discus-
sions (Murphy & Firetto, 2018). At this point, teachers have 
grown more comfortable with releasing responsibility for 
the flow of the discussion to the students and teachers are 
more confident in their ability to facilitate the talk without 

reclaiming control. Students have begun to master ask-
ing questions, supporting their claims with reasons and 
evidence, and responding to each other’s ideas. In other 
words, they have begun to internalize the ways of thinking 
critically and analytically that make Quality Talk a power-
ful discussion approach. Transcript #3 from Ms. Legere’s 
class reflects the discourse at week 17. We see that she 
is no longer asking the questions and that students are 
comfortable holding interpretive authority as they justify 
their thinking and challenge the explanations provided by 
their peers.

Rooted in successful outcomes like Ms. Legere and 
her class, during both the initial and ongoing professional 
development, we work with teachers to discern the best 
ways to integrate QT into their classroom while meeting 
their curricular expectations. For example, within QT, we 
have integrated many aspects of language arts curriculum 
including vocabulary, main idea and supporting details, 
comprehension strategies, oral fluency, critical thinking 
and reasoning, and scaffolded writing instruction. What 
teachers come to understand is that while QT takes time 
to implement, it also serves to bolster students’ ability to 
think critically and analytically about what they read and 
to make reasoned decisions as a result of reading. No 
doubt such skills and abilities are fundamental to literacy 
in this era.

CODA
In this article, we described how Quality Talk can be 
implemented in ways that promote a shift from a teacher- 
controlled to a student- centered dialogic classroom 
culture. To do so, we overviewed the QT model with par-
ticular attention to the instructional frame, key discourse 
moves, teacher scaffolding, and underlying pedagogical 

Figure 6  
A Typical Week in Quality Talk

Note. The color figure can be viewed in the online version of this article at http://ila.onlinelibrary.wiley.com.
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principles. We also elaborated on some challenging 
dynamics that arise when dialogic classroom cultures 
are transitioning. As we close this article, we want to 
emphasize some aspects of talk that have received little 
theoretical or empirical attention in the extant literature 
on classroom discussions about text— aspects of talk 
that we feel are of particular importance to discourse- 
intensive pedagogy. Specifically, we feel strongly that 
teachers and researchers invested in using discussion as 
a pedagogical tool for enhancing learning from text and 
content must begin to attend to the ways in which those 
discussions are equitable and inclusive.

Although we feel confident that some teachers and 
researchers attend to issues of equity and inclusion in 
their teaching and research, it is our position that the 
complex role that identity plays in how teachers and stu-
dents interact with each other as well as how they interact 
with text must be “centered” in our understandings of dia-
logic classroom culture. As DeCuir- Gunby and colleagues 
(e.g., DeCuir- Gunby & Schutz, 2014) have so eloquently 
articulated, it is not enough to “see” student differences 
or report demographic variables in our studies. Rather, we 
bear an onus to improve our intersectional competence 
(Boveda, 2016). Boveda and Aronson (2019) used the con-
struct of intersectional competence to refer to “educators’ 
awareness of how sociocultural markers of difference 
simultaneously intersect within the P- 12 school context” 
(p. 248). Such markers of difference upon which individu-
als are often minoritized include race, ethnicity, gender 
identity, language, age, socioeconomic status, dis/ability, 
religion, sexuality, or nationality. Rooted in the pioneering 
work of individuals like Crenshaw (1989), Collins (1990), 
and Ladson- Billings and Tate (1995) as well as recent 
research by Boveda (2016), we know that many of these 
minoritizing categories overlap in school contexts. 
Importantly, we also know that teachers and students who 
identify as having sociocultural markers of difference are 
more likely to be marginalized, excluded, and disenfran-
chised in schools (U.S. Department of Education’s Office 
for Civil Rights, 2006). As such, we are calling on those 
invested in text- based discussion to begin to re- imagine 
what they do through a lens that places race, ethnicity, 
gender, etc., and their intersectional nature at the center 
of their discussion practice and research (DeCuir- Gunby &  
Schutz, 2014).

In  h e r  t r a n s a c t i o n a l  th e o r y  of  re a d i n g , 
Rosenblatt (1978) highlights the importance of readers’ 
interactions with text. Specifically, readers live through 
the text during the act of reading and create meaning 
grounded in their emotional responses to the characters’ 
experiences. For example, readers can take a magical 
adventure with Harry, Ron, and Hermione while reading 

Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone (Rowling, 1999) 
or experience the fear felt by passengers on the R.M.S. 
Titanic as it sank, and the water grew colder and the 
night sky darker. As Rosenblatt explains, it is through 
the reader’s continual transactions with text that mean-
ing making is enabled. The transactional view of reading 
embraces the diversity of each reader’s prior experiences, 
understandings, and identities as well as their neces-
sarily unique interactions. In turn, small- group discus-
sions become vibrant spaces for learning by providing a 
forum for students’ distinctive meanings to mingle and 
be explored. Of course, teachers also have intersectional 
identities— identities that affect their own transactions 
with text and their subsequent meaning making.

Given that small- group discussions provide oppor-
tunities for diversity of meaning to be shared and 
examined, it is our perspective that they also serve as 
spaces for fostering equity and inclusion. By equity, we 
are referring to the recognition that access to opportu-
nities are not the same for all individuals (Kendi, 2019). 
Individuals with minoritized identities have been his-
torically excluded from many opportunities and being 
equitable means recognizing, acknowledging, and 
working to correct this exclusion in our practices and 
policies. Not surprisingly, basal readers provide ample 
opportunity to raise questions about diversity, equity, 
and inclusion or belonging. As a case in point, further 
reflection upon the discussion excerpted in Transcript 
#2 reveals a missed opportunity for Ms. Legere to elicit 
students’ thinking about, around, and with the experi-
ences of individuals brought from China to work on 
the U.S. railroads in the 1800s. As a research team, we 
now recognize how we might have used our time during 
ongoing coaching to help Ms. Legere build awareness 
of encouraging talk about the identities of the workers 
who were being marginalized and excluded. It would 
have been opportune to construct back pocket ques-
tions about the perspectives of the workers in the story, 
and perhaps, reorient the discussion about money by 
having students think about opportunities that White 
men received to earn money.

We have begun to emphasize the importance of equity 
and inclusion within the dialogic culture of a classroom 
in our own work with teachers, with the acknowledgment 
that failing to center these issues perpetuates systems of 
oppression. We are also encouraging teachers and other 
researchers to embrace the diversity that they and their 
students bring to discussions and discussion research 
(Delgado & Stefancic, 2017; Ladson- Billings & Tate, 1995). 
In the end, the Quality Talk discussion approach provides 
the pedagogical tools, but as Ms. S., our third- grade teacher 
suggested, the process of changing the norms of classroom 
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talk remains in the hands of teachers and students. The first 
step in the process is to seize one of the many opportunities 
to build a new dialogic classroom culture.
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