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This study seeks to examine how professional development related to Zwiers and
Crawford’s (2011) five core academic conversation skills affects teachers’
implementation of student-to-student dialogue activities in the classroom. Experiential
learning and critical reflection are two pedagogical methods that were used with the aim
of providing teachers with a transformative learning experience. (Mezirow, 1996) Data
collection methods in this research included: a teacher workshop pre- and post-survey, a
whole class student survey, student and teacher unstructured interviews and stimulated
recall sessions. The results of this research demonstrated that professional development in
Zwiers and Crawford’s (2011) five core academic skills led to increases in content
understanding, engagement and motivation, use of academic language and assessment of
oral language skills in the classroom.
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION

Background of Researcher
Like many ESL teachers, my new position did not provide me with much of a
curriculum. I was left with a file cabinet full of worksheets organized by specific
grammar points. Each folder had a clearly written grammar topic starting with adjectives
and ending with verbs - modals. In each folder was a collection of worksheets related to
that grammar point. One of my new fellow colleagues looked at my newly inherited
collection as if I were the sole heir of a long lost family fortune. She explained to me
how I could differentiate within the same grammar topic by using different worksheets. I
could give my more advanced students the difficult ones and the beginning students the
more basic. I could then give one of the quizzes provided, based on that skill, to see if
they had learned.
I do believe that differentiation and assessment are vital in every classroom, but
as I nodded and smiled I tried to understand why having one student complete a
worksheet on adverbs and dinosaurs and another student complete a worksheet on
adverbs and the airport improved my students’ language to the level necessary to
participate in social studies, science, and math classes in our school. In the end, I did not
use the worksheets very often but instead, like many English language learner teachers,
created my own units in which the topic was the same for all students but activities were
differentiated based on language levels.
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However, after surveying my students, I found that, although they thought they
were learning a lot in my class, they could not cite many specific examples of how the
work we did in ESL class related to their mainstream classes. They were working hard
and learning, but they did not see the transfer of skills we practiced in ESL class to their
mainstream courses.
My second year, I wanted to do a better job of connecting what I was teaching in
ESL class to the mainstream classes my students were taking. I visited teachers, created
topics, and adapted materials from their curriculums to use with my students. I built
students’ background knowledge on units, provided templates for major writing
assignments, and did review activities before tests. When surveyed, the students felt like
they were acquiring English and that ESL class was helping them in their mainstream
classes. I was pleased that my handful of ELs were successful, but it always felt as if I
were trying to plug holes in a sinking ship. Why were my students so confused in their
mainstream classes? Why did they always come to my room clueless about what to do
for assignments? Why when I asked them what they did in class they said things like
“nothing much,” “the teacher talked,” or “work time, but I did not know what to do.”
In searching for a way to reach my students in mainstream classes, I decided that
I needed to take a more active role in the creation of the curriculum of mainstream
classes. Based on my observations, I agree with Zwiers and Crawford (2011) that two
major deficiencies in curriculums are the identification and instruction of academic
language and the quantity and quality of student-to-student interaction in the classroom.
Academic Vocabulary
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In a primary classroom setting, one often sees students working with new
vocabulary through explicit instruction in a variety of ways. However, as adults we are
often expected to learn vocabulary implicitly through context. In middle school, students
are often encouraged to increase their vocabulary, like an adult would, through reading
and listening to new words in context. A study by Nation and Coady (1988) showed that
a reader must understand 98% of a text in order to learn the meanings of new words
through context. Many English language learners have not reached the vocabulary
threshold of 3,000 word families necessary to understand 98% of a grade level text, and
as a result, are unable to learn new vocabulary in the manner in which secondary
teachers expect (Laufer, 1992). Therefore, language development through other methods
is critical in the acquisition of academic vocabulary for ELs.
An essential way for ELs to access grade level vocabulary is through student-tostudent dialogue activities which target specific language (Long & Porter, 1985).
Research shows when students produce target language orally, they are much more likely
to retain vocabulary and have it become part of their “productive lexicon” (Bitchener,
2006). Therefore, it is beneficial for teachers to incorporate oral pair activities, which
target academic language into lessons.
Why is student-to-student interaction important for vocabulary growth? Reading
and vocabulary are linked. If ELs are to acquire the language necessary to comprehend
an assigned text, they must participate in classroom activities that target vocabulary
growth (Beck, Mckeown, & Kuan, 2002). Research supports the need to implement
student-to-student pair work as a way to foster academic language acquisition for ELs in
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a middle school setting. When students have not reached the vocabulary threshold of
3,000 word families, they will not have the ability to learn grade level vocabulary
through context as Nation and Coady’s (1988) research suggests. Moreover, if language
through context is the method that many middle school mainstream teachers are using to
teach language, the result will be that the gap in academic achievement between native
and non-native English speaking students will continue to grow.
Purpose of Research
Many ELs seem to have native-like speaking proficiency in social conversations
but struggle academically. Due to English proficiency in speaking socially, many
mainstream teachers do not know, or acknowledge, these students as English language
learners. These students possess the necessary Basic Interpersonal Communication Skills
(BICS) to “pass” as a native speaker, but do not have the Cognitive Academic Language
Proficiency (CALP) to perform on the same level as their native English speaking peers
(Cummings, 1984). The purpose of this research is to help close the academic language
gap which exists between native speakers and ELs through the implementation of oral
pair activities based on Zwiers and Crawford’s (2011) five core academic conversation
skills. In this study, I want to identify how professional development for mainstream
teachers in student-to-student dialogue activities affects advanced level ELs students
academic performance.
Role of the Researcher

5
I am an ELL teacher in a middle school who conducted a case study in
mainstream classes in my school. The study took place in science, math, social studies
and instructional technology classes with mixed ability students. My research mainly
focused on advanced level ELs in mainstream classes. Students in these classes were 11
to 14 years old. There were about 20 students in each class, which included ELs and
native English speaking students. Classes meet every other day and are 75 minutes long.
In my position as an ELL teacher, it is my role to support advanced level ELs in
mainstream social studies, science, math, instructional technology and language arts
classes. Student overall progress is measure by a pre- and post MAP Reading and
Language Usage test (2013). Students take a pre-test at the beginning of the year, or
when they arrive at the school, and a post-test at the end of the year. Typically, lower
level ELs have made larger gains on the MAP test as compared to their native Englishspeaking peers. However, a gap in achievement in our advanced level ELs, who are
mostly in mainstream classes, still existed. I implemented Zwiers and Crawford’s (2011)
five core academic conversation skills to teach academic language in mainstream content
classes. I believed if advanced ELs were to close the achievement gap, they needed to
improve their academic language. One possible method may be through the
implementation of specific oral pair work activities, which targets academic language in
content classes.
As a teacher concerned about supporting my students in mainstream classes, I
implemented an oral pair work activity framework based on Zwiers and Crawford’s
(2011) five core academic conversation skills and seven features of effective
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conversations, to help students acquire academic language during their enrollment in
mainstream classes. I intend to use my findings to inform practitioners of how to
incorporate speaking activities into their curriculum.
Summary of Research
The acquisition of academic language is key in closing the gap between native
and non-native speakers achievement in content classes. This research demonstrates
several ways students could acquire this language through the implementation of Zwiers
and Crawford’s (2011) five core academic conversation skills in lessons. I hope that
increased oral language production of this type will help students acquire the academic
language skills necessary to increase language proficiency in all modalities. The five
core academic conversation skills, which were implemented in mainstream practitioners’
classes for the purposes of this research, included: elaborate and clarify, support ideas
with examples, build on and/or challenge a partner’s idea, paraphrase, and synthesize
conversation points. (Zwiers & Crawford, 2011)
Guiding Research Question
There are many methods for teaching academic language to ELs. In this research
I aimed to answer the question: how does professional development related to Zwiers
and Crawford’s (2011) five core academic conversation skills affect teachers’
implementation of student-to-student dialogue activities in the classroom?
The workshop was conducted on my schools’ campus and was one full school
day. The activities created at the workshop were carried out in mainstream classrooms, in
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conjunction with mainstream practitioners and students, in the hope that research and
results would increase the current and future effectiveness of teaching and learning in the
school, as well as add to the larger body of work on student-to-student interaction.
Summary
This chapter examined the increased demand for academic language
identification and instruction in middle schools, and also the difficulties teachers face
when trying to implement oral partner activities in order to develop students’ academic
language. It is my belief that academic language is necessary for advanced leveled ELs
to be successful in their current mainstream classes and further academic study.
In this study, I investigated the impact of professional development based on
Zwiers and Crawford’s (2011) five core academic conversation skills. This investigation
is meaningful to ESL and mainstream practitioners who want to close the language gap
between native and non-native speaking students. The use and understanding of
academic language is crucial to the academic success at all levels of education.
Chapter Overviews
In this Introduction, I have addressed the importance of the study as well as my
background and role in research on student-to-student dialogue. Chapter Two will use
previous research to address the following questions: (1) What is academic language? (2)
Why is academic language acquisition important? (3) How do oral pair activities lead to
the development to academic language? (4) What design leads to effective pair
activities? (5) What are the five core academic conversation skills? (Zwiers & Crawford,
2011) (6) What are some pedagogical methods that can lead to transformative learning
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experiences in adults? In Chapter Three, I will discuss a case study I conducted with
students and teachers in my school, which included: pre- and post-surveys of teachers,
semi-structured interviews with teachers and students, a class survey, and stimulated
recall with teachers and students. In Chapter Four the results are shown and discussed on
the impact of professional development in Zwiers and Crawford’s (2011) five core
academic conversation skills on student-to-student dialogue activities in the classroom.
In the Conclusion, I will reflect on the major learning, address the limitations and
implications of my study, make recommendations for future research and discuss how
this capstone will effect how I provide professional development on student-to-student
dialogue to teachers in the future.
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW

Chapter Two uses previous research to address the following questions: (1) What
is academic language? (2) Why is academic language acquisition important? (3) How
can oral pair activities lead to the development to academic language? (4) What design
leads to effective pair activities? (5) What are the five core academic conversation skills
(Zwiers & Crawford, 2011)? (6) Which pedagogical methods can lead to transformative
learning experiences in adults? By reviewing the previous research that addresses these
questions, I aim to answer the question: how does professional development related to
Zwiers and Crawford’s (2011) five core academic conversation skills affect teachers’
implementation of student-to-student dialogue activities in the classroom?
The literature review will focus on the distinction between academic and social
language, the importance of developing advanced level ELs’ academic language, how to
use oral pair work to increase academic language, how to create effective oral pair
activities, a description of Zwiers and Crawford’s (2011) five core academic
conversation skills and how professional development can be provided for adult learners.
What is Academic Language?
Skutnabb-Kangas and Toukomaa (1976) made the first distinction between
academic and social language when they conducted a study of immigrant Finnish
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children in Sweden. They found that although the Finnish children had high social
language ability in Swedish, they still performed poorly on academic tasks.
Unfortunately, academic language is not a list of words that, once memorized,
can unlock the door to academic success. In fact, academic language extends beyond
specific vocabulary and includes phrases, syntax and grammatical structures (Zwiers
2008). Nor can all language be divided into specific content areas or levels. Much
language appears to be tied to one specific content area, but in actuality, it may have
multiple meanings or can be used figuratively in other ways that extend into other
subject areas of school (Zwiers & Crawford, 2011). For these reasons it is difficult to
identify all the particular academic language for a specific content area, although many
have attempted to create lists of words.
Coxhead (2000) compiled thousands of English words for different contents areas
and broke them down into their basic roots. However, Fisher, Rothenberg and Frey
(2008) show that academic language exists beyond the word level and can be phrases or
sentences. This section will look at previous models of classifying and provide a
definition for academic language so the reader will have a better understanding of what
is considered academic language for this research.
Cummings (1984) was a pioneer in the field of academic language. He identified
language that was used in social settings (BICS) and language that was in academics
(CALP). Social settings included informal times at school such as recess, lunch and
unstructured class time. CALP is used during formal class time. Cummings observed
students speaking fluently in social settings, but when these students were placed in
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mainstream classes, he observed they performed poorly. He maintained that this was
predominantly due to students lacking academic language. Students are expected to read,
write, and speak at school in a manner that is distinctly different from the BICS they
speak at home.
More recent research defines academic language as discourse to convey complex
ideas, higher-order thinking processes and abstract concepts; this definition will be used
for the purpose of this study (Dutro and Moran, 2003, Zwiers, 2008). Based on this
definition, academic language is subjective and serves a need for communication in a
specific time and place. Academic language is more than vocabulary words as it includes
grammar and the organizational structures of language as well. Key features of the
grammatical and organizational structures of academic language include: the passive
voice, nominalization, and long sentences (Zwiers, 2008).
It is nearly impossible to identify what language will be needed to accomplish the
task of conveying what Dutro and Moran (2003) and Zwiers (2008) define as academic
language for each classroom. The Overlapping Variations of Language (Zwiers &
Crawford, 2008), Bricks and Mortar (Dutro & Moran, 2003), and the Three Tiers of
Words (Beck et al., 2002) are models used to identify academic language without
claiming to list and assign all words and phrases to a specific group or level.
The following figure shows Overlapping Variations of Language. This theory
starts with children acquiring a foundation of language. When a child enters school, she
starts adding more layers, which include general academic language. General academic
language crosses multiple subject areas and is necessary to operate effectively in the
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context of the educational system. Examples of language that is included in this circle
are: adapt, according to, and a tendency to and a variety of compound a complex
sentence types.
General academic language overlaps with language that is more specific to
individual content areas such as math, science, history, and literature language as the
circles below represent. Every student’s circles of language are different sizes. A student
many have a larger science language circle than a math language circle based on his
learning experiences. It is important to note that the size of these circles can grow and
diminish based on with whom an individual interacts over time.
x

x 1 Figure 2.1. Zwiers and Crawford’s Overlapping Variations of Language (2008)
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Dutro and Moran (2003) created an analogy-based on “bricks” and “mortar” as
way to differentiate between content-specific and general language. “Brick” words are
content specific and “mortar” words include language for constructing sentences.
The content specific language, or “bricks,” relates directly to particular content
areas. For example in science, sublimation, meiosis and hereditary are “bricks” because
they are words that are specific to science. These words are typically nouns in primary
grades and concepts in secondary settings (Dutro & Moran, 2003).
The “mortar” language links the content vocabulary together and is not specific
to a particular subject area. Connecting words, prepositions, basic verbs, pronouns and
general academic language are all considered “mortar” language (Dutro & Moran 2003).
“Mortar” is not limited to words; phrases such as “in conclusion,” “leads us to believe,”
and “contains’” are examples of “mortar” (Dutro & Moran, 2003).
Zwiers (2008) adds to Dutro and Moran’s (2003) “brick” and “mortar” terms by
claiming “mortar” is the language necessary to describe higher-order thinking skills. In
his view, words such as “analyze”, “theory” and “consequences” all “mortar” because
they are used to express higher-order thinking (Scarcella, 2003). Furthermore, Zwiers
classifies words such as “hypothesis,” “variable” and “results” into the “mortar” category.
This categorization is due to Zwiers (2008) broader view that “mortar” terms “define and
explain the ‘bricks’.” Therefore, these terms provide the structure necessary for
expressing higher-order thinking about content specific language such as “mitosis,”
“gravity” and “force.” The following table, from Building Academic Language:
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Essential Practices for Content Classrooms, highlight several “brick” and “mortar”
terms relating to specific content areas (Zwiers, 2008).
Content Area
Language Arts
Arts

History
Math

Science

Bricks
Imagery, alliteration,
theme, metaphor, plot

Mortar
That is, implied, contains,
leads us to believe,

Revolution, emancipation,
right, oligarchy

Therefore, as a result,
consequently, consist of

Metaphor, plot

Reciprocal, balance, proof,
hypotenuse, obtuse,
matrix
Mitosis, gravity, force,
sublimation

Teaches a message

If…then, end up with,
derive, take care of, thus,
suppose

Hypothesis, variable, infer,
results, dependent

x 2Figure 2.2. Examples of Dutro and Moran's Brick and Mortar Terms (2003)

Beck et. al (2002) divided language into three tiers as seen in the figure below.
Tier one is made up of language native English speakers, and advanced ELs, generally
already know as they are considered to be part of the previously discussed BICS. Tier
one language includes sight words, basic verb formations, simple nouns and noun
phrases, and high frequency words. Tier two moves beyond BICS and into CALP and is
vocabulary that needs to be taught to ELs, and also to many native English-speaking
students. This is what the language the Overlapping Variations of Language calls
“general academic language” and the brick and mortar analogy would consider “mortar”.
The tier three language is subject specific vocabulary which appear infrequently in the
text. Beck et. al (2002) suggest that teachers should spend most of their time and
resources teaching language in tier two as opposed to tier one or tier three.
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Beck et. al (2002) three tiers were originally developed for native speakers. It was
later determined that this method could be applied to identify vocabulary to teach ELs.
This is in contrast to Zwiers and Crawfords (2011) overlapping variations of language
and Dutro and Moran’s (2002) “brick” and “mortar” analogy. These models were
initially developed for ELs and found they additionally applied to native English
speakers. For this reason, complex language structures that come naturally for native
English speakers are not included as critical tier two words. Therefore, instruction in
language structures such as “leads us to believe”, “as a result” and “if…then” are not
included in tier two. Although this model encourages teachers to think about the
vocabulary in their content area, it does not address all the complexities of academic
language.

16
x

x 3Figure 2.3. Beck, Mckeown, and Kucan’s Three Tiers (2002)
Because teachers are not familiar with the term academic language, practitioners
are left to determine what language is necessary in order to converse in their content area.
For the purposes of my research, I will adopt the previously mentioned, commonly held
notion that academic language is the vocabulary necessary to communicate in an
academic settings for the purpose of transferring knowledge. In the next section I will
discuss why teachers need to identify and teach academic language to students.
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The Importance of Teaching Academic Language
Research indicates that oral language is rarely taught in depth after third grade
(Corden, 2001, Nystand, 1996, Zwiers & Crawford, 2008). Most lessons are based on
teachers speaking and students listening. If one brave student does not understand, she
may raise her hand to ask a question, but reluctant learners often stay silent. ELs in
particular only spent four percent of the school day on average engaged in school talk
(Arreaga-Mayer & Perdomo-Rivera, 1996). “School talk” consists of oral language
produced during the lesson related to the topic. School talk may, or may not, include
academic language, but instead social language related to the topic. Due to a lack of
academic language instruction, advanced ELs are often tracked into lower level classes
where almost no oral language is produced. In these lower level classes, students
typically receive the exact opposite of what they need as many “remedial” lessons
include mostly independent practice on isolated skills. These types of lessons isolate
students into a setting where they will not hear or speak academic language (Nystrand et
al, 2003).
According to Zwiers (2008), there are three main purposes for students to
develop their academic language: to verbalize complexity, develop higher order thinking,
and describe abstract concepts. These purposes overlap, but in order to attempt to
analyze these benefits, breaking down conversations in to these three categories can
provide a rationale for the development of academic language.
The first function of academic language is to communicate complex concepts.
For a speaker to pass on knowledge for a complex topic, they must have the academic
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language required to describe the situation in a way that is easily understandable by a
peer. Students must develop the language necessary to convey and interpret complex
concepts. Using academic language will help students to move successfully through the
educational system.
Describing higher-order thinking has been well-researched field of study. Much
research centers on the identification of the thinking processes necessary for this skill.
For this reason, many educators heavily rely on Bloom’s Taxonomy as a way to
approach lesson design. In Bloom’s Taxonomy, thinking progresses from knowledge and
moves through comprehension, application, analysis, synthesis and finally results in
evaluation (Krathwohl, Bloom, & Masia, 1964). This general continuum has been
applied to all content areas. In addition, within Bloom’s Taxonomy, subject specific
thinking processes have also been developed. For example, in history students tend to
describe, explain, define, justify, give examples, compare, sequence and evaluate (Short,
1994). However, current instruction tends to neglect the explicit instruction of the
language development surrounding these higher-order thinking processes (Zwiers, 2008).
The third purpose for academic language is to describe abstract concepts. This is
called abstraction, and has to do with “subtleties of language” that many native-speakers
who are well versed in academic language acquire naturally (Snow & Brinton, 1997).
Cause and effect, persuasion, interpretation, and comparison are cognitive skills that are
required to convey an abstract message. The language ELs needed to carry out these
cognitive skills are not easily taught through instruction but instead the exposure and
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explanation of different academic cues such as the long-term effects, opposing position,
interpretations and similarities between (Zwiers, 2008).
One can gather from the research that general academic language is key to
accessing Zwiers' three functions of academic language. For this reason, instruction
should focus more on general academic and not content specific academic language
(Beck, McKeown, & Kucan, 2002).
The Importance of Oral Pair Activities
At first it seems impossible that Perdomo-Rivera’s (1996) research on students
speaking four percent of the school day in lessons could be accurate. How can one
person remain silent for so long? Nystrand & Gamoran’s (1991) study also highlights the
lack of interaction in the classroom in a secondary setting, with results showing that
students were engaged in discourse for an average of 50 seconds in an eighth grade
English classroom. One can infer that most teachers’ ideas of “classroom discussions”
consists of one person speaking at a time, usually to the teacher, and students only giving
one-word answers. If the “discussion” is then followed by students engaged in
“independent work time”, it is easy to imagine how this lack of student interaction is the
reality in many classrooms.
August and Shanahan’s (2006) research through the National Literacy Panel on
Language and Minority Children and Youth shows the strong correlation between oral
English proficiency and literacy. In particular, one of the conclusions from the study
was:
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Well-developed oral proficiency in English is associated with English
reading comprehension and writing skills for these students. Specifically,
English vocabulary knowledge, listening comprehension, syntactic skills,
and the ability to handle metalinguistic aspects of language, such as
providing definitions of words, are linked to English reading and writing
proficiency. (August & Shanahan, 2006, p.46)
The research shows a link between oral language proficiency and literacy skills.
Pica & Doughty’s (1985) research contrasts how learners function in a whole classroom
setting with the teacher as the focal point and also how the learners functioned in group
settings. The conclusion of their study is as follows:
Finally, we found that individual students appeared to have more
opportunities to use the target language in group than in teacher-fronted
activities, through either taking more turns or producing more samples of
their interlanguage. Such opportunities may have had a positive effect on
students’ development of linguistic and strategic competence in giving
them practice in hypothesizing about interlanguage structures which were
still at variable levels of accuracy, or in enhancing their development of
second language fluency. (Pica & Doughty, 1985, p. 131)
This quote suggests that pair work has benefits for students in terms of producing more
of the target language and developing a deeper understanding of language structures and
academic vocabulary. However, if pair work has so many benefits for learning, why do
teachers not incorporate pair interaction into lessons more frequently? Much time has
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been devoted to training teachers how to best get students to interact with materials like
textbooks and curriculum, however preparing students to interact with peers is not
included in many curriculums (Johnson & Johnson, 1989). One reason teachers have
trouble incorporating pair work into the curriculum is that it reduces teacher’s control
over the class. Allwright states:
The importance of interaction in classroom language learning is precisely
that it entails this joint management of learning. We can no longer see
teachers simply as teachers and learners simply as learners, because both
are, for good or ill, managers of learning. (Allwright, 1984, p. 156)
The reality is, with so many different resources for students to receive
information, in particular through technology, it is more important than ever for students
to be able to guide their own learning. Teachers can help students, but their role must
change from an all-knowing scholar to a facilitator of learning (Rubun, 1975). There are
many ways in which teachers can develop pair activities to promote student-to-student
dialogue. The next section will focus on how to design effective oral pair activities that
foster good student-to-student dialogue.
Designing Effective Oral Pair Activities
The previous research suggests that pairing students is an effective way to have
students learn in the classroom. However, just having students work in pairs is not
enough. Much thought and structure needs to be implemented for pair activities to best
facilitate learning. The following section will look at the research that relates ways in
which teachers can facilitate learning through pair work.

22
Research suggests that pair activities need to be structured to have a positive
effect on student learning. Many lists of criteria have for effective conversations have
been created (Cohen, 1994; Gibbons, 2002; Robinson, 2007). However, for the purpose
of this research I will use Zwiers and Crawford’s (2011) criteria for effective
conversations as a framework for examining research surrounding effective oral pair
activities. The seven features of effective academic conversations include: require both
partners to talk, require critical and creative thinking, take advantage of controversies
and conflict, recognize and reduce ambiguity, encourage thinking based on principles,
laws, and approaches of the discipline, build in opportunities for transfer of knowledge
and skills and provide choice and ownership (Zwiers & Crawford, 2011). I will now
describe each feature individually providing research relating to each.
One seemingly obvious feature of good oral pair activities is requiring both
partners to talk. Making talking a requirement within the group in place of just allowing
partners to talk, or not talk, develops language and thinking abilities (Light & Glachan,
1985; Gibbons, 2002). However, designing pair activities to include quality and quantity
in interaction, in which both partners must be active communicators, is no easy task.
Negotiation of meaning is one way to require both partners to talk. Varonis and Gass
(1985) created a model for non-understanding in order to look at how negotiation of
meaning might take place within different group work activities: “Because the ‘fault’ of
non-understanding may reside with either the speaker or the hearer or both, the
interlocutors have a shared incompetence” (Varonis & Gass, 1985, p. 131). This research
concluded that students working together to negotiate meaning in groups displayed

23
greater motivation, more intuition, and less anxiety regarding their learning than in
groups where negotiation did not occur. Certain types of information gap activities
encourage negotiation of meaning. In these activities, two documents are given with both
containing errors. Partners must negotiate the errors to determine whose paper is correct.
Creative and critical thinking can provide students with endless endpoints for
their conversations. Also, when students are thinking creatively and critically they can
access the higher levels of Bloom’s Taxonomy (Fordham, 2006). Bloom’s Revised
Taxonomy of Educational Objectives includes being creative and critical under
“evaluating” and “creating” (Krathwohl, 2001). Creative thinking tends to be divergent
and critical thinking tends to be more convergent in nature. For example, having students
discussing the question: “How many different variables could you have in this
experiment? For each variable discuss what your results might be?” This would require
both creative and critical thinking. In this example the first question is creative because
there would be many possible variables in the experiment. The second question is critical
thinking because students would be required to determine what the result of the change
in variable would be.
An additional feature of effective conversations is to take advantage of
controversies and conflict. This feature is another opportunity for negotiation of meaning
as discussed in feature one - requiring both partners to talk. Johnson and Johnson’s
(2009) research concludes “intellectual conflict, under the right conditions, results in
positive outcomes for students.” However, earlier research by Johnson and Johnson
(1989, 2005, 2007) suggests that activities that use cooperative groups are more effective
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than ones that create a competitive and individualistic atmosphere. This research goes on
to state that the conditions necessary for positive results, which is called constructive
controversy, can be directly related to the context within which the controversy takes
place, makeup of the group, distribution of information within the group, social skills of
the group members group members’ ability to engage in a rational argument, and the
involvement of all participants.
Recognizing and reducing ambiguity is another feature of effective conversations.
When one learner needs to clarify information she could reduce ambiguity in many
different ways. Research by Marzano, Pickering and Pollock (2001) suggests that when
students seek out elaboration and clarification from each other, they are more likely to
stay focused on a task. Designing activities with this feature in mind will lead to
conversations that will clarify students’ own ideas and provide the listener with new
information or insight into another student’s perspective.
Encourage thinking based on principles, laws, and approaches of the discipline
has to do with taking the classroom basic content and concepts and principles and
applying them to the wider world. Tying big ideas, principles and concepts to the
students own belief structure will allow for much deeper learning that has a better chance
to alter students preconceived ideas (National Research Council, 2000). For example
after introducing a mathematical formula, providing time to discuss the ways in which it
can be used in the wider world.
Build in opportunities for transfer of knowledge and skills encourages students to
connect learning across the curriculum. Students must understand the skills or objectives
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they are learning to make these connections. For example, if students are discussing
creating a hypothesis in science lesson, they could have a similar conversation in math
lesson about the theories behind certain math formulas.
Provide choice and ownership is the final feature of Zwiers and Crawford’s list
of criteria for effective classroom conversations. The nature of conversations makes
them difficult to control. Conversations can take many different twists and turns based
on the will of the interlocutors. However, Zwiers and Crawford (2011) encourage
teachers to explicitly instruct students so they can control their conversations through the
use of the following:
Types of Choices Students Have as They Converse:
- To disagree with their partner
- To support their partners idea and add to it
- To delve into a topic in depth
- To ask questions and challenge current thought
- To refer to a resource or text to add to the conversation
- To add a bit of humor
- To go in different thinking skill directions: interpretation, application,
connection, compare, cause and effect, perspective, and so on.
- To make meaningful connections. (Zwiers & Crawford, 2011)
Students use many of these “choices” when they are doing activities based on Zwiers and
Crawford’s (2011) five core academic conversation skills. In the next section, I will look
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more closely at the research behind these skills, as these skills will form the basis of my
research.
Five Core Skills for Academic Conversation
Although much research has been done to highlight the lack of, and need for
more, student-to-student interaction in secondary settings, very few methods for
facilitating these opportunities have been developed. This research is based on how
professional development related to Zwiers and Crawford’s (2011) five core academic
conversation skills affect teachers’ implementation of student-to-student dialogue
activities in the classroom.
Based on my review of research about the necessity of teaching academic
language, the benefits of student-to-student dialogue, and the features of effective pair
work, this section of the literature review will focus on the skills that Zwiers and
Crawford (2011) believe students must have in order to execute academic conversations.
Typically, these skills do not come naturally and must be taught. Zwiers and Crawford’s
(2011) five core academic conversation skills are as follows: elaborate and clarify,
support ideas with examples, build on and/or challenge a partner’s idea, paraphrase, and
synthesize conversation points.
Elaborate and Clarify
Elaboration encourages students to provide more information about the topic.
Students should prompt their peers to provide more information by using phrases such as
“Can you elaborate on...?” and “What do you mean by...?” when using this skill. By
increasing students’ ability to prompt and respond through elaboration, students will be
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more active listeners and possess the skills to be more specific when speaking about a
particular content area.
Support ideas with Examples
Using examples to support ideas has to do with explaining concepts and ideas.
Students should be taught to draw their examples from the course text, other texts, the
world, and from their own lives.
Build on or Challenge a Partner’s Idea
When building on and/or challenging others’ ideas, students do not focus on
“winning” the conversation. Instead, this skill teaches students to seek to understand the
message of others through inquiry, while linking their own ideas.
Paraphrase
The paraphrasing skill teaches students to understand, organize and retell what
was understood in his/her own words. When a listener paraphrases what was said, it
allows the listener to clarify the idea to accurately convey his/her message.
Synthesize Conversation Points
Synthesizing information involves taking in information, breaking it down into
paraphrased chunks and putting together a thoughtful conclusion. This skill is best used
at the end of lessons to help students draw conclusions and reflect on what was learned.
A need for the acquisition of academic language in order for success in
mainstream classes has been established through the research. This next section will
examine pedagogical methods for teaching adults in order to acquire the knowledge of
and structure for implementing student-to-student dialogue activities in the classroom.
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Adult Learners
Much research in the field of adult education aims to provide the learner with a
transformative learning experience. Many definitions for transformative learning exist,
but for the purposes of this research, transformative learning theory will be defined as a
model of adult learning that distinguishes between learners as receptacles of knowledge
versus learners who are actively engaged through experiences and critical reflection in
order to question assumptions, expectations, and context to achieve deeper meaning and
new perspectives to guide their actions (Mezirow, 1996).
Experiential learning and critical reflection are two pedagogical methods that
lead to transformation. In this section I will examine the research surrounding these
methods and the role each plays in the process of transforming the learners’ thinking and
teaching practice.
Experiential learning is when adults learn from the accumulation of experiences
relating to the subject being attempted to learn. Knowles’ Andragogical Assumptions
(1980) states that people attach more meaning to learning gained through experience
than those they acquire passively. Case studies, along with games and simulations, are
included as type of experiential learning as participants take an active role in the learning
process by experiencing the method firsthand. When experiential learning occurs,
experiences are gained that can be drawn upon further learning. Younger learners do not
possess the wide array of experiences adults have to draw upon and therefore this
method is generally more applicable to adult learning.
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Critical reflection is another area of research that focuses on adult learners.
Developmental psychology is where the majority of research surrounding critical
reflection occurs.
By far the most significant learning experience in adulthood involve
critical self-reflection - reassessing the way we have posed problems and
reassessing our own orientation to perceiving, knowing, believing, feeling
and acting. (Arlin, 1975)
Critical reflection underpins Mezirow’s (2006) Transformative Learning Theory. When
practitioners go through the critical reflect process, experiences are drawn upon in order
to “become aware of the paradigmatic assumptions and instinctive reasonings that frame
how we work” (Brookfield, 1995). By interrogating, for example, teaching journals,
evaluations, student/peer feedback, personal goals/outcomes, and/or role model profiles,
teachers can reveal aspects of their pedagogy that may need adjustment or strengthening
(Brookfield, 1995).
Transformative learning experiences cannot be planned, or forced, by anyone but
the learner. Research on fostering transformative learning confirms, using direct and
personally engaging experiences involving the prior experiences of learning encourages
reflection and promotes collegial dialogue. Moreover, these aspects have the ability to
guide adults toward a transformative learning experience. Therefore, experiential
learning and critical self-reflection are two methods that should be considered when
teaching adults. I attempted to follow adult learning principles when selecting my
methodology and creating my workshop.
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Gap in the Research
Previous research shows that academic language is vital to academic success for
ELs in mainstream classes. Research has also shown how pair work increases students’
oral language production and literacy skills. There is little, if any research documenting
teachers engaging students in activities that focus on Zwiers and Crawford’s (2011) five
core academic conversation skills. There is a gap in the research for teachers to explore
the effect of going beyond having students work in pairs to having students engage in
activities that focus on Zwiers and Crawford’s (2011) five core academic conversation
skills through targeted professional development in this area. Because Zwiers and
Crawford’s interaction model promises to help ELs develop academic English, it is
important to engage in a project to determine: how does professional development
related to Zwiers and Crawford’s (2011) five core academic conversation skills affect
teachers’ implementation of student-to-student dialogue activities in the classroom?
Summary
This literature review identified academic language, and included a rationale for
teaching academic language to ELs. It also highlighted the merits of, and methods for,
creating student-to-student dialogue pair activities. In addition, Chapter Two provided
research related to support Zwiers and Crawford’s (2011) five core academic
conversation skills, as well as research about adult learners. Chapter Three will detail
how the current study was conducted, the specific study participants, and the methods
used for achieving the results.
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY

This study was designed to answer the question: how does professional
development related to Zwiers and Crawford’s (2011) five core academic conversation
skills affect teachers’ implementation of student-to-student dialogue activities in the
classroom? To complete this research, data was gathered from five mainstream teachers,
five advanced level ELs, and a whole class survey. The data, along with my observations,
determined how professional development related to Zwiers and Crawford’s (2011) five
core academic conversation skills affected teachers’ implementation of student-tostudent dialogue activities in the classroom.
Chapter Overview
This chapter describes the methods that were used to conduct this case study.
First, I describe and provide a rationale for the design of my case study, along with an
overview of the research paradigm. Second, I described the methods I used to gather data
from teachers and students. Next, I will explain how I collected data. Data Collection and
Procedures explains the demographic information of the study’s participants, describes
how Zwiers and Crawford’s (2011) five core academic conversation skills was presented
to participants, and recording during the classes was conducted. The next segment,
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Qualitative Data Analysis discusses how I developed themes based on my coded data,
survey results and observations. Verification of Data explains how the approach offers
reliability of the results through triangulation. Finally, the ethical precautions that were
used are discussed.
The methods chapter begins by describing the research methodology used in this
study, including participants, setting, data collection techniques, and procedures and
protocols for gathering data. The procedures and protocols include data for all Zwiers
and Crawford’s (2011) five core academic conversation skills. Qualitative data analysis
and data verification follows. Ethical considerations during the data collection process
are also described.
Research Paradigm
In general, a case study is typically conducted when a practitioner wants a
holistic, in-depth investigation into an area of study (Feagin, Orum, & Sjoberg, 1991).
Case studies are designed to bring out the details from the viewpoint of the participants
by using multiple sources of data. Yin (1994) identified six primary sources of data for
case study research. Not all data sources are essential in every case study, but multiple
sources of data need to be implemented in order to conduct a reliable study (Yin, 1994).
The six sources Yin (1994) identifies are: documentation, archival records, interviews,
direct observation, participant observation, and physical artefacts. No single source is
advantageous over the others as particular sources might be complementary and could be
used in tandem.
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This study is qualitative in nature. Qualitative research, broadly defined, means
“any kind of research that produces findings not arrived at by means of statistical
procedures or other means of quantification” (Strauss and Corbin, 1990, p. 17). This type
of research most often occurs in a “real world setting [where] the researcher does not
attempt to manipulate the phenomenon of interest” (Patton, 2001, p. 29). To explore the
effectiveness of professional development in Zwiers and Crawford’s' (2011) five core
academic conversation skills, qualitative data gathering techniques were used which
include: surveys, semi-structured interviews, and stimulated recall.
Participants
Teachers
This study gathered data from teachers as well as students in order to gain a better
insight into the impact of professional development in Zwiers and Crawford’s (2011)
five core academic conversation skills on student-to-student dialogue activities in the
classroom. The selected teachers represent different grades ranging from fifth to eighth.
The participating teachers knew that I was attempting to increase student-to-student
interaction through implementing academic conversation skills. Teachers attended a oneday workshop where they learned about academic language, Zwiers and Crawford’s
(2011) seven features of effective academic conversations, and Zwiers and Crawford’s
(2011) five core academic conversation skills. Teachers then each selected a skill and
designed an activity based on that skill through applying what they had learned at the
workshop to their own curricula.
Students
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The student participants range from 11 -14 years old. There were five students
selected in total. All of the students had a high socioeconomic status, as this is a feebased school. These students were selected because they are considered to be “advanced”
level ELs. These students have “exited” the ESL program, or are enrolled in just one
ESL class, and take all mainstream content classes. To exit the ESL program, students
need to demonstrate academic competency in all mainstream classes by achieving at
least a C grade or higher. ELs also need to achieve a grade level score on the MAP
Reading and Language Usage test. Finally students need to have scored “accomplished”
in the categories of ESL program’s skills based report (Appendix A). If these criteria
have been met, the student, parents, and ESL teacher will meet to discuss the exiting of
the ESL program. Each student selected scored in the bottom 40 percent of his or her
grade level in Reading and Language Usage MAP test (2012), and are either currently
enrolled or have recently “exited” the ESL program.
Workshop
The workshop was designed to provide teachers with opportunities to engage in
activities that made research on student-to-student dialogue research relevant to their
subject area and students. The one-day workshop was called Increasing the Quantity and
Quality of Student-to-Student Dialogue to Enhance Learning. At the workshop,
participants engaged in a student-to-student dialogue activity related to the seven features
of effective conversation and each of the five core academic speaking skills. (Zwiers &
Crawford 2008, 2011) The activities were designed to be relevant to their personal, or
professional lives unrelated to specific content areas. Providing learning experiences in
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this manner took into account Knolwes’ Andragogical Assumptions (1980) that state that
people attach more meaning to learning gained through experience than those they
acquire passively. After taking part in the activities, teachers were assigned one of
Zwiers and Crawford’s (2011) five core academic speaking skills. Teachers then created
a student-to-student dialogue activity, using what they had learned at the workshop, to
apply their assigned Zwiers and Crawford (2011) core academic speaking skill to their
curricula.
Location and Setting
This study was conducted in an independent school in the United Kingdom. At
the time of the study, the school had a large international population making up nearly
50% of the school. The school was kindergarten through twelfth grade (4 - 18 year-olds).
The total school population was 1,400 students including 200 in early childhood, 400 in
lower school, 400 in middle school, and 400 in high school. Each grade level had a
waiting list and parents pay fees ranging from £18,000 to £26,000 per year. Due to the
high international population, the average length of a student’s enrollment at the school
was three point two years.
The middle school ESL program was oversubscribed and had a significant
waiting list of parents wanting to enroll their children in the school. The school was
seeking to enroll more students who need English language support, but mainstream
teachers did not feel equipped to teach classes with a high number of ELs. The current
ESL program model had been in place since 2000. It was a pullout program with
beginning level students taking three ESL classes in place of social studies, language arts
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and a foreign language. Intermediate level students took two ESL classes in place of
language arts and a foreign language. Advanced level students, who had been targeted
for this study, took one ESL class in place of a foreign language or language arts. Some
advanced level students did not take ESL class at all, but were given ESL support when
needed.
Verification of Data
Multiple independent methods were used to determine the effect of providing
teachers with professional development in Zwiers and Crawford’s (2011) five core
academic conversation skills. This is called methodological triangulation, and it is used
to reduce bias that can result when using just one qualitative method (Mackey & Gass,
2005). This section explains how the four different data collection techniques of teacher
pre- and post-survey, student survey, student and teacher unstructured interviews and
stimulated recall were used to determine the effect of professional development in
Zwiers and Crawford’s (2011) five core academic conversation skills had on teachers’
implementation of student-to-student dialogue activities in the their classrooms.
Data Collection and Procedures
Data Collection Technique 1
My first data collection technique was to survey teachers through a pre(Appendix B) and post-survey (Appendix C) about the one-day workshop they attended
to learn about student-to-student interaction. The main focus of the workshop was to
learn about academic language, the Zwiers and Crawford’s (2011) seven features of
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effective academic conversations, and their (2011) five core academic conversation skills.
In the pre-workshop survey, teachers were asked mainly closed-item questions.
According to Mackey and Gass (2005), closed-item questions allow a greater uniformity
of measurement, and therefore would provide me with better baseline data in
determining the overall perception of the teacher participants.
The post-survey was given to participants at the end of the one-day workshop.
The survey included close-item questions along with open-ended questions. Both
question types provided me with baseline data about the teachers’ perceptions of studentto-student interaction. It also served to provide insight into the effect of student-tostudent dialogue based on the information presented at the workshop. I was able to use
the answers to the open-ended questions to help me guide my research in order to
determine what the “effect” of professional development in Zwiers and Crawford’s
(2011) five core academic skills might turn out to be.
Data Collection 2
A close-ended questionnaire (Appendix D) was also given to all the students in
the participating classes before the student-to-student dialogue activities are implemented
in their classrooms, in order to get an overall impression of students’ perception of the
role student-to-student dialogue played in their learning. The questionnaire was chosen
because it has the ability to “elicit comparable information from a number of
respondents” (Mackey & Glass, 2005). It also provided me with quantifiable data that
can be used to support my semi-structured interviews and stimulated recall data
collection methods.
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Data Collection 3
Semi-structured interviews were used with selected students and teachers before
the student-to-student dialogue activity took place in the classroom. Semi-structured
interviews allow for the researcher to have more control over the direction of the
interview once it begins. One base set of questions will be used for teachers and one for
students. (Appendix E and F) Once the interview starts, however, conversation can lead
in different directions based on the answers from the participant and interest of the
interviewer. Often once the interview starts, the interviewer will encourage the subject to
elicit more information by asking follow-up questions encouraging elaboration or
clarification on his thoughts, feelings or ideas in order to gain a clearer picture of the
participants’ message (Mackey & Gass, 2005).
Data Collection 4
Stimulated recall is an introspective method of data collection. In this method,
five teacher and five student participants individually watched clips of the activity, in
which they participated, with the researcher. The five selected student participants only
watched clips of themselves, separate from classroom teachers, during the activity and
commented on their thought process during the time of the recording in a researcherguided conversation. Each of the five teachers saw clips of themselves in the activity as
well as clips of student-to-student interaction. The main focus of the stimulated recall
was for both groups to reflect on the effect of Zwiers and Crawford’s (2011) five core
academic conversation skills they experienced.
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The use of clips was necessary as it was not be possible to show teachers and
students the entire lesson/activity due to time restraints. Instead, the entire activity was
recorded and the researcher selected key points of the lesson. According to Gass &
Mackey (2000), it is best practice for participants to watch the video as soon as possible
after the activity. Therefore, clips were selected and the stimulated recall session took
place after the lesson/activity as soon as possible.
Participants were prompted to comment on certain aspects of the lesson in a very
general way. This is called non-directive questioning. The validity and reliability of
responses given in stimulated recall were maximized by following strict protocols such
as the use of non-directive questioning and the initiation of pauses in the video (Gass &
Mackey, 2000). For example, the researcher may pause the tape and the participant
might be asked to comment on what she was thinking while the teacher was introducing
the lesson. Conversely, a teacher may be asked to comment on what she was thinking
when she was introducing the activity. A common pitfall in this method is for the
researcher to guide the participant and put him in the position where he is trying to meet
expectations by giving a particular answer (Nisbett & Wilson, 1977a). If a response of
“don’t remember/know”or “can’t remember” is given, the researcher should accept this
response without further “fishing” for responses (Gass & Mackey 2000, p.154).
Video Recording
Students and teachers were recorded in the least intrusive way. Two cameras
were placed in the room as far away as possible from the teacher and student participants.
The zoom on the camera was used when necessary to gain a closer view of the
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participants. The conversations were recorded with a separate microphone that is linked
to the camera. By not having the camera near the participants, the Hawthorne effect was
minimized. The Hawthorne effect is when participants act in a different manner in the
presence of cameras.
Qualitative Data Analysis
I used inductive qualitative data analysis to identify themes from my raw data.
Bernard (2006) states that analysis coding is a method that enables you to organize and
group similarly coded data into categories or ‘families’.” To code, I reviewed all of my
video data, which will include semi-structured interviews and stimulated recall sessions.
I selected relevant footage that relates to the effect of the implementation of Zwiers and
Crawford’s (2011) five core academic conversation skills and transcribed this data. I then
took the coded data and created categories. After I created categories, I reduced the
number of categories by combining those that overlap and eliminated minor categories
which were not supported by other data and/or did not play a role in answering my
research question. I aimed to create between three and eight categories by the end of this
process (Lichtman, 2006). If I had a significant amount of data in one particular category,
I looked to create subcategories of data within that category. I developed themes based
on my categories by synthesizing categories. My themes answered my research question
about the impact of professional development in Zwiers and Crawford’s (2011) five core
academic conversation skills on student-to-student dialogue activities in the classroom.
The figure, from The Coding Manual For Qualitative Researchers, shows how the
process I followed when moving from code to theory.

41

x 4Figure 3.1. A streamlined codes-to-theory model for qualitative inquiry (2009)
This figure also highlights how as I moved from code to theory, my research
moved from more “real” to “abstract” and “particular” to “general.” As code was what
participants actually said, it was very “real” and “particular.” My final themes were
based on my organization, interpretations and generalizations of the code and therefore
are more “abstract” and “general”.
Throughout this process, I incorporated student survey data, teacher pre- and
post-workshop survey data, and my observations to support my themes when applicable.
Ethics
This study employed the following safeguards to protect informants’ rights:
1) Teachers and students were selected on a voluntary basis
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2) Participants were provided with written information explaining the
objectives of the study. (Parent/Guardians will also be provided with this
information for student participants)
3) Participants were required to have written consent to participate in the
study. (Parent/Guardian consent for student participants)
In this chapter, I described the methods I used which included a teacher pre- and
post-survey, student survey, unstructured interviews and stimulated recall. The next
chapter presents the results of this study.

43

CHAPTER FOUR: RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

In Chapter Four, I analyze the data that were collected to answer the question:
how does professional development related to Zwiers and Crawford’s (2011) five core
academic conversation skills affect teachers’ implementation of student-to-student
dialogue activities in the classroom? I collected data through pre- and post-surveys of a
teacher workshop, pre-activity semi-structured interviews of teachers and students,
stimulated recall sessions of the same group of teachers and students after the activity
took place and also a whole class student survey. After an analysis of the pre- and postworkshop survey results, I coded data and themes began to emerge. I have used my
survey results to support those themes when possible. The emerging themes include:
content understanding, engagement and motivation, opportunities for increased academic
language and assessment of oral language skills. I will look into these themes and
determine if they agree or disagree with the current research, expand on the research or
new findings on the effect of professional development in the area of Zwiers and
Crawford’s (2011) five core academic conversation skills.
Teacher Workshop
This professional development opportunity for teachers began with a one-day
workshop called Increasing the Quantity and Quality of Student-to-Student Dialogue to
Enhance Learning. Teachers were provided with learning experiences that took into
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account Knolwes’ Andragogical Assumptions (1980), which states that people attach
more meaning to learning gained through experience than those they acquire passively.
Data from pre- and post-workshop survey were used to answer the question: How does
professional development related to Zwiers and Crawford’s (2011) five core academic
conversation skills affect teachers’ implementation of student-to-student dialogue
activities in the classroom?
Pre-workshop Survey
Before the workshop teachers were sent an online pre-workshop survey.
(Appendix B) All five of the teachers completed the survey before the workshop began.
The responses provided were used to gauge the quantity and variety of student-to-student
dialogue, in relation to Zwiers and Crawford’s (2011) five core academic conversation
skills, being incorporated into the participating teachers’ classes. The pre-workshop
survey has been broken down into three tables: impact of student-to-student dialogue on
academic achievement, impact on students’ engagement and motivation in the classroom
and the frequency of implementation of student-to-student dialogue in relation to Zwiers
and Crawford’s (2011) five core academic conversation skills.
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x 5 Table 4.1: Impact of student-to-student dialogue on academic achievement

Aspects of
learning

Rating
1
Not at
all

2

3
Somewhat
of an impact

4

5
Extremely
high impact

Average
Impact

Students'
Academic
Vocabulary
Knowledge

-

-

2

2

1

3.8

Student
Language
Development

-

1

-

2

2

4

Student Test
Scores

-

1

2

2

-

3.2

Overall Student
Content
Understanding

-

-

2

2

1

3.8

The responses provided for academic achievement show that participating
teachers had a wide range of thoughts about the role student-to-student dialogue played in
different aspects of the learning process. At least one teacher believed that peer
discussion, relating to language development and test scores, had little impact on
learning. However, all the aspects had an average above 3.0, which showed, that overall,
teachers believed that peer discussion is at least “somewhat important” to learning.
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x 6Table 4.2: Impact of student-to-student dialogue on engagement and motivation

Rating
Aspects of
1
2
3
4
5
Average
engagement Not at Little Somewhat Significant Extremely impact
and
all
impact
of an
impact
high
motivation
impact
impact
Students’
confidence
in school

-

1

2

2

-

3.2

Students'
ability to
express
their
thinking in
writing

1

-

1

2

1

3.4

Students'
willingness
to
contribute
to class
discussions

-

-

-

1

4

4.8

This category of the pre-workshop survey examined teachers’ thoughts about the
role peer discussion had in students’ engagement and motivation in the classroom. All of
Zwiers and Crawford’s (2011) five core academic conversation skills averaged above 3.0,
“Somewhat of an impact” with two individual ratings below a 3.0 for “confidence in
school” and “ability to express thinking in writing”. The skill that teachers ranked as
having the highest impact was “students who engage in peer discussions are more likely
to contribute to class discussions”.
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x 7Table 4.3: Frequency of implementation of student-to-student dialogue
Rating
1
Fewer
than
once a
fortnight

2
Once
every
two
weeks

3
Once
a
week

4
Twice
a
week

2

-

1

1

Discussion
requiring
students to
elaborate or
clarify a topic

1

-

2

Discussion
where students
must
brainstorm
examples of a
concept

-

2

2

Discussion
where students
must build on
each others'
ideas

1

-

Paraphrasing
activities

2

Activities
requiring
students to
summarize a
peer discussion

2

Academic
vocabulary and
Zwiers and
Crawford’s
(2011) five
core academic
conversation
skills
Vocabulary
Discussion

5
Average of
Once Frequencies
a
lesson
(or
more)

1

2.8

2

3.4

-

1

3

2

-

2

3.2

2

1

-

-

1.8

1

1

-

1

2.4
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Teachers reported having student-to-student dialogue in a variety of frequencies
in their respective classes. Teachers reported that they had students engage in peer
discussion least often to paraphrase and summarize and most frequently to elaborate and
clarify information.
Overall, the results of the survey informed me that that teachers felt student-tostudent dialogue had an impact learning along with engagement and motivation, but the
frequency of peer discussions varied based on the core academic conversation skill and
possibly teacher. (Zwiers & Crawford, 2011)
Post-workshop Survey
At the end of the day teachers completed a post-workshop survey. (Appendix C)
The post-workshop survey gathered data on teachers’ reflections on experiential learning
activities based on academic language and Zwiers and Crawford’s (2011) five core
academic conversation skills. The post survey has been deconstructed into four separate
tables.
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x 8Table 4.4: Summary of usefulness of learning activities for Zwiers and Crawford’s
(2011) five core academic conversation skill

Learning
activity
based on
Zwiers and
Crawford’s
(2011) five
core
academic
conversation
skills

Rating
1
2
Not
Of
useful little
use

3
Somewhat
useful

4
Useful

5
Extremely
useful

Average
Usefulness

Academic
Vocabulary

-

-

1

3

1

4

Skill 1:
Elaborate
and clarify

-

-

1

2

2

4.2

Skill 2:
Support
ideas with
examples

-

-

1

3

1

4

Skill 3:
Build on or
challenge a
partner's
ideas

-

-

1

2

2

4.2

Skill 4:
Paraphrase

-

-

1

2

2

4.2

Skill 5:
Synthesize

-

-

-

4

1

4.2
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x 9Table 4.5: The most useful part of the workshop day for participating teachers

Workshop Component

Teacher Selection

Program overview

-

Academic Vocabulary discussion/activity

-

5 Core Skills discussion/activity

4

Activity planning time

1

Discussion with faculty

-

The post-survey yielded overall positive results from teachers for the experiential
learning tasks. Table 4.4 indicates the average score for each experiential learning
activity related to academic vocabulary and each of Zwiers and Crawford’s (2011) five
core academic conversation skills was 4.0 or higher. This was followed by four of the
five teachers stating that these experiential learning activities were the “most useful part
of the workshop day”. (Table 4.5) This supported Knowles’ (1980) research that states
that adults attach more meaning to learning gained through experience than those they
acquire passively.
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x 10Table 4.6: Likeliness of implementation of Zwier’s and Crawford’s (2011) five
academic conversation skills in the future

1
2
3
4
5
Average
Not Maybe Probably Very
It will
of
at all
likely definitely scores
likely
happen
Skill 1:
elaborate
and clarify

-

-

-

1

4

4.8

Skill 2:
support
ideas with
examples

-

-

-

1

4

4.8

Skill 3:
build on or
challenge a
partner's
idea

-

-

1

2

2

4.2

Skill 4:
paraphrase

1

1

1

1

1

3

Skill 5:
synthesize

-

1

-

3

1

3.8
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x 11Table 4.7: Likeliness of increasing opportunities for student-to-student dialogue in
classes taught

Likeliness of
Increased
opportunities
of studentto-student
dialogue

1
Not at
all
likely

2
Maybe

3
Probably

4
Very
likely

5
It will
definitely
happen

Average
of scores

-

-

-

3

2

4.4

In table 4.6 teachers ranked Zwiers and Crawford’s (2011) core academic
conversation skills: elaborate and clarify and support ideas with examples, as the most
likely skills they will use for their own class in the future. The final question of the postworkshop survey, indicated in table 4.7, showed that teachers have a strong desire to
increase opportunities for student to student interaction in their classes with all teachers
selecting either a four, “very likely”, or five, “it will definitely happen” after undertaking
this professional development.
Interpretation of pre- and post survey
Comparing the pre- and post-workshop survey showed a correlation between the
frequency reported usage of individual core academic conversation skills in the preworkshop survey, and the likeliness of implementing the same skills in the postworkshop survey. (Zwiers and Crawford, 2011) For example in table 4.3, Zwiers and
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Crawford’s (2011) core skills of paraphrasing and summarizing were reported to have
the lowest frequency of implementation in the pre-workshop survey. In the post-survey
in table 4.6, these skills were reported to be the least likely to be implemented after the
workshop. In fact, although both of these skills were rated by teachers as “useful” in
table 4.4 of the post-workshop survey. This example shows that teachers may feel the
experiential learning that took place in the workshop was useful, but they have a strong
inclination that they will not apply the learning to their own classroom teaching practice.
Self-Reflection
Professional development for teachers extended beyond the one-day workshop.
After the workshop, participating teachers were required to implement a student-tostudent dialogue activity in their own classroom. Data from these activities were
gathered before these activities took place through semi-structured pre-interviews.
(Appendix E) After the activity, teachers took part in a stimulated recall session.
According to Mezirow’s (2006) Transformative Learning Theory, both of these methods
provided teachers with opportunities for critical self-reflection.
The flexible nature of the semi-structured interviews allowed the interviewer to
guide the participating teacher to explore his or her own thoughts and feelings about
student-to-student dialogue, Zwiers and Crawford’s (2011) five core academic
conversation skills and their lesson plan. (Mackey & Glass, 2000) Through asking
follow-up questions encouraging elaboration and clarification on thoughts, feelings and
ideas, I observed teachers making further connections between the learning that took
place in the workshop and their own curricula. Due to this reflection many teachers
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adapted their lesson to incorporate discoveries they made during their interview. This
correlates with Brookfield’s (1995) findings, which state that critical self-reflection
through examining experiences and thoughts can lead to transformative learning.
The main focus of the stimulated recall was for teachers to self-reflect on the
effect of the Zwiers and Crawford’s (2011) core academic conversation skill they
implemented in their classroom. Each of the five teachers saw clips of themselves in the
activity as well as clips of student-to-student interaction. At the beginning of the
stimulated recall sessions teachers reported being nervous, but as the session went on
teachers became more comfortable and openly shared their thought process during the
time of implementation of the activity. This could be because teachers were attempting
to provide “correct” answers to the prompts instead of being open and honest about their
thought process at the time. I observed a change when over time teachers recognized
that I was not going to provide positive or negative feedback. (Nisbett & Wilson, 1977a).
Critical self-reflection from the stimulated recall sessions provided the majority
of data for the findings for this research. As teachers examined their own practice, data
on the effects of the professional development they received in Zwiers and Crawford’s
five core academic conversation skills began to immerge. The data from the selfreflection of teachers underpins the following four themes. The themes include
increased: content understanding, opportunities for increased academic language,
assessment of oral language skills, and engagement and motivation. These themes
indicate the effect of professional development in Zwiers and Crawford’s (2011) five
core academic conversation skills on teachers’ classroom practice.
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Content Understanding
Students and teachers in the study provided compelling evidence of increased
content learning due to the implementation of the Zwiers and Crawford’s (2011) five
core academic conversation skills. I do not have quantitative data to support content
learning taking place, but I will operate under the assumption that teachers and students
can recognize learning occurring.
In general, students listed peer interaction as the most effective way to learn
content. In a pre-survey of 96 students, 48% reported that they “learn best” when
working with a partner. Working with a partner was followed by 23% of students
“learning best” in groups of three to four. With 71% of students reporting student-tostudent interaction as the most effective method for learning material, these data indicate
the structuring of peer interaction is worthwhile.
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x

x 12Figure 4.1. Results of pre-survey of 96 students 'How do you learn best?

The five participating teachers stated that they infrequently build structured peer
discussions into class in the pre-workshop survey. In the same survey, one out of five
teachers reported having students engage in peer discussions every lesson. The main
reasons for excluding student-to-student dialogue during class time have to do with the
challenge of what Rubun (1975) calls moving from an all-knowing scholar to a facilitator
of learning. Teachers gave reasons in the pre-workshop survey such as passing on
accurate information in a timely manner to get through the curriculum as the main reason
for not including student-to-student interaction activities during lessons. After the
workshop, when asked their overall impressions in a post-survey, one teacher said “I
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need to structure discussions in my classroom further.” her moment of realization
indicates Johnson and Johnson’s (1989) research that teachers have not been adequately
trained to get students to interact with each other in the classroom is true for teachers
participating in this study.
After the implementation of the skill of elaboration and clarification, one teacher
said during a stimulated recall session:
One of the best moments I had in teaching this term was...They were
really working hard in all these little groups, and you could hear all these
conversations going on asking questions, whatever, because they knew it
was ok to do that, it was to get help, and I could feel tingles going down
my spine just watching how into it they were just talking about Newton’s
Laws.
The example above demonstrates how structuring speaking activities based on
Zwiers and Crawford’s (2011) five core academic conversation skills can aid in shifting
the teacher from what Ruben (1975) calls an “all-knowing scholar” to a “facilitator of
learning.” It also shows that teachers believe in the effectiveness of students learning
content through student-to-student interaction when they observe it in their classroom.
The purpose of academic language is to allow students to convey complex
concepts and ideas. Explicitly teaching one of Zwiers and Crawford’s (2011) five core
academic conversation skills often led to students operating at higher levels of Bloom’s
Taxonomy. One student in a math class reflected during a stimulated recall session about
applying remainders in division to the real world: “Normally when they ask you to do
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something you say that’s easy but when you have to do it, it gets harder.” This statement
shows that he can recognize the difference in the understanding it takes to move between
comprehension and application on Bloom’s Taxonomy. The statement also demonstrates
how he believes that learning takes place when he has to orally explain his current
understanding to another student. He admits that when he attempts to explain his
understanding he realizes he may not have actually mastered the material as he
previously thought.
Teachers expressed concern about students spreading inaccurate information. The
spreading of misinformation did occur and was observed in the classroom. For example,
two students were observed engaged in a peer discussion about the difference between a
rhombus and a square during a math lesson. Through the student-to-student dialogue
activity one student convinced his partner that all rhombuses were squares. This is not
true as all rhombuses do not contain right angles, which is a criteria for a square. The
effect of students spreading inaccurate information during the activities is unclear and
not addressed in this research.
In the data collected from the post-workshop survey the assumption by teachers
was that Zwiers and Crawford’s (2011) five core academic conversation skills would
lead to increased content understanding. Increased content understanding was an
important factor in teachers wanting to build these skills into their lessons. After the
activities took place in the classroom, teachers felt that although students did not cover as
much material, students did more higher-level thinking. There was also a belief from
teachers that students would retain the information longer because they were able to
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process their learning by engaging in active conversations surrounding the topic. One
student participant reflected during a stimulated recall session, when prompted to
provide a reason why he preferred to work with a partner, “The teacher would probably
have the correct answer, compared to the student, but the student may explain it so the
other student absorbs it better or understands it better.” When working with a partner, he
says, a student “absorbs it better.” It can be concluded that both teachers and students
agree that paired speaking lead to more lasting retention and a deeper understanding of
content.
Increased Academic Language Usage
The pre-workshop survey indicated that the majority of participating teachers
agreed student-to-student dialogue played an important role in student language
development. A student stated during a semi-structured pre-interview, when asked about
how talking in class affected his language, “Talking is good to improve your
communication skills and good to improve the English skills too.”
The effect of developing academic language through implementation of Zwiers
and Crawford’s (2011) five core academic conversation skills did not go unnoticed by
either teachers or students. The theme of Increased Academic Language Usage quickly
emerged from the coded data. This theme encompasses data related to content-specific
vocabulary, general academic language and overall quantity and quality of academic
language usage.
In the workshop, teachers were introduced to the difference between content
vocabulary and general academic language. Teachers were asked to include both types of
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discourse in their lessons. Explicitly teaching general academic language is something
teachers admitted to doing infrequently in a pre-workshop survey, but overall it was
observed that teachers did not feel reluctant to add general academic language into their
lessons during the activity planning sessions.
In all lessons observed, teachers taught content alongside general academic
language. Teachers attempted to have students use sentence starters as a way to
incorporate academic language. I thought math, science, social studies and IT teachers
might be reluctant to take on the role of a language teacher, but throughout planning
sessions, classroom observations and feedback during stimulated recall sessions, teachers
appeared comfortable and confident when including general academic language to their
lessons.
Most teachers opted to include sentence starters from Zwiers and Crawford’s
(2011) text Academic Conversations: Classroom Talk That Fosters Critical Thinking
and Content Understandings based on their selected core skill. Through my observations
I noticed that when students used the sentence starters, their conversations became less
natural. The hesitation when speaking was due to students pausing to look a list of
sentence starters and stumbling over the new words. For this reason, I thought teachers
may believe the conversations seemed to be contrived, forced and a disruption from
learning the content. When I asked one teacher during a stimulated recall session about
the sentence starters, she responded: “Rather than letting them loose...it does need to be
slightly contrived to encourage them to use the vocabulary because they wouldn’t do it
as a natural thing.” The explicit structuring of speaking during activities seemed to lead
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to more controlled conversations that focused students on academic language. One
student, who was working on Zwiers and Crawford’s skill of elaboration and
clarification during a science lesson, reported during his stimulated recall session, “I
asked her, if I remember correctly, I’m not 100 percent sure, ‘Can you clarify what the
word unsorted forces means?’ so I asked her about a word.” This student used the
general academic language sentence starter “Can you clarify...” to gain an understanding
of a science content vocabulary term “unsorted forces.” This statement shows how
sentence starters, focusing on general academic language, provided the student with the
language necessary to convey and understand complex concepts and ideas. The student
also stated during the same session that he had not used the word “clarify” before it was
introduced in his science class. He was also able to remember the definition of “unsorted
forces” he learned through his clarification question. Students’ retention of vocabulary
was not quantified in this study, but the previously mentioned research conducted by
Bitchener (2006) concludes that when students produce target language orally, they are
much more likely to retain the vocabulary and have it become part of their “productive
lexicon.”
The general academic language sentence starters also proved to be a way for
teachers to increase the quantity of conversation. Pica and Doughty’s (1985) previously
mentioned research concluded peer interaction provided students more opportunities to
acquire language through taking more turns or producing more samples of their
interlanguage. During one activity, the teacher required students to talk for two minutes
about a topic. When asked, during a stimulated recall session, how she responded to
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students who could not converse for the allotted time, she responded, “You can walk
over and you can see they have come to the end. Then it is just a question of redirecting
them to the sentence starters on the board...and that sets them back on the task.” The
general academic sentence starters in this case were a springboard for extending
conversations, thus providing students more opportunities to use general academic
language and content vocabulary. A student in the class reaffirmed the notation of
extension with her critique of sentence starters during her stimulated recall session, “I
thought they were intelligent questions to keep our conversation going.”
Some students in the class, who were not the case study students, were observed
criticizing the academic language sentence starters stating, “It is not how people talk.”
and questioning why they had to speak in a specific way when they could just say the
same thing in a more informal natural manner. If increasing academic language
development and usage in schools is necessary, more professional development needs to
occur to create a rationale for its necessity in schools.
Overall, professional development in Zwiers and Crawford’s (2011) five core
academic conversation skills provided teachers with a means to do what students and
teachers initially believed is key in language development: to engage in conversations
with peers.
Opportunities for Assessment
Assessment was hardly mentioned when teachers were introduced to Zwiers and
Crawford’s (2011) five core academic conversation skills at the teacher workshop.
Therefore, teachers recognizing opportunities for assessment of the students’ content and
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academic language usage during the activities was a surprising theme to emerge from the
data. One teacher best verbalized the feelings of middle school teachers and students in a
stimulated recall session when she said, “I think, by making it an assessed piece of work,
the students feel it is more valued.” Through my conversations with, and observations of,
teachers, I believe that the difficulty in assessing paired speaking activities is a main
factor in the general exclusion of such activities in their curricula. Zwiers and Crawford
(2011) cite three main reasons why conversations are challenging to assess. I will
address each of these reasons and show how teachers addressed these issues in their
lessons. I will also introduce a subcategory that resulted from the data gathered on
assessment: a shift from students’ focusing entirely on the product to the process of
learning through implementation of specific language and speaking skills.
Unpredictability is the first challenge Zwiers and Crawford cite, claiming no one
really knows where a conversation will lead, and for that reason, it is difficult to assess
student-to-student dialogue. Through my observations during the creation and delivery of
the activities, teachers seemed to embrace unpredictability. Teachers created activities
that accommodated for the twists and turns conversations take, while simultaneously
guiding students to an end product that could be used to assess the conversation. This
was due to clear learning objectives for the students along with requiring students to
demonstrate use of a predetermined core academic conversation skill. (Zwiers and
Crawford, 2011)
At the workshop, teachers were introduced to Zwiers and Crawford’s (2011) own
seven features of effective conversations.
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7 Features of Effective Academic Conversations:
1. Require both partners to talk.
2. Require critical and creative thinking.
3. Take advantage of controversies and conflict.
4. Recognize and reduce ambiguity.
5. Encourage thinking based on principles, laws, and approaches of the
discipline.
6. Build in opportunities for transfer of knowledge and skills.
7. Provide choice and ownership. (Zwiers and Crawford, 2011)
Teachers were encouraged to keep these features in mind when designing their
classroom activities. By using these features to guide their lessons, teachers were better
able to control students’ conversations in a way that fit the lesson objectives.
However, even the most well-controlled speaking activities occasionally resulted
in students veering off track. One teacher reflected during a stimulated recall session, “It
was very interesting to see the directions [conversations were] going.” This teacher was
having students focus on the Core Skill of paraphrasing, and he required students to
write a paragraph about what their partners said during an oral explanation of a mind
map of their cultures. Mind maps included information about religion, food, sport and
celebrations from the student’s culture. The teacher assessed students’ use of
paraphrasing and designed an activity that required students to transfer knowledge. This
choice granted students with ownership over the direction of the conversations, while
still holding them accountable for use of the Core Skill of paraphrasing. The result was
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students focused on both the skill of paraphrasing and the understanding of cultural
perspectives. One student reflected,
I tried to describe what he said. Not just copy and paste what he said.
This was the first time I really listened to person because I have to write
the paragraph about it. I think it was very special in this class. I have
never done that in any class or at home.
This statement shows that the student was trying to learn the content in order to execute
the core skill being taught. Once the paragraphs were written, they were read out loud.
Students who were the original describers needed to identify their paragraphs. When one
was successfully identified, it indicated to the teacher that the writer had accurately
conveyed the mind-map creator’s message. The assessment of students identifying their
own paraphrased paragraph very much drove this activity, and it was apparent both
teachers and students felt that adding assessment gave the activity a real purpose.
The second challenge has to do with the subjectivity of conversations. How does
one person determine another’s contribution to a conversation? Students understood that
it was required that all students talk in the activities. Generally, I observed teachers
merging writing and listening, with one person having to either directly transcribe the
relevant part of conversation or jot down a partner’s ideas in order to share them with
someone else. In some teachers’ activities, students used the information they gathered to
share with other students. One math teacher had students write down a partner’s idea or a
real world example, core academic conversation skill four, for a word problem, and then
share it with others. A science teacher required that students identify and transcribe an
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episode of elaboration and clarification, core academic conversation skill one, that they
took part during a unit on Newton’s Laws. In both instances, students were accountable
for engaging in a conversation using the academic conversation skill the teacher was
incorporating into the lesson.
The third challenge of assessing conversation is maintaining high validity. The
first step in assessing conversation is deciding what aspects of the conversation should be
examined. Following this, assessments were created to measure one specific aspect of the
conversation, without contamination from other characteristics. This was possible due to
the identification and direction instruction of specific general and content-specific
language.
I mostly observed teachers opting to formally and informally assess
conversations based on general and content-specific academic language usage within the
application of their selected core academic speaking skill. Because assessments were
based on specific words and phrases, teachers were able to allow students’ conversations
to roam, but also tied students to the usage of specific language. All teachers posted, or
listed, content-specific and general academic language for students to use. One teacher
required that students check off the math terminology on a laminated sheet when
working to describe geometric shapes. Other students in the class were given sentence
starters, which included general academic language, to elicit further information about
the shapes from their partners. These sentence starters were: “Can you elaborate on that
last instruction?” “Is there anyway I can improve on…?” “If ______is located ______
then should ______ be ______?” When asked about students‘ self-assessment of their
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academic language usage, the teacher said, “It’s not a perfect solution; I can’t be in every
place at every time, but I think by having the card with the red words made them actually
try to use those words.” After the activity, she could then go back and see which words
students reported using, and which words were neglected from the list, in order to
reteach certain words.
A subcategory emerged through the process of assessing academic language
through the implementation of Zwiers and Crawford’s (2011) five core academic
conversation skills; teachers noticed a shift away from students focusing entirely on the
final product, and more toward focusing on the process of completing the activity. When
the math teacher watched video footage of students engaged in the process during her
geometric shapes activity she said, “I spend my life reminding [students] the process,
especially in maths, is as important as the end product.” Similarly, the social studies
teacher observed students focusing on the process during the stimulated recall session
during the paraphrasing activity: “They were reflecting on the process as well as the
content, again that might not go into the exact criteria of the paraphrasing we are looking
for, but it was interesting that they were looking at process and content. Something that
we really stress.”
Parents, teachers and students expect that tests, quizzes, essays and worksheets
are graded. Therefore, written assessments have grown to be a more important part of
teachers’ curricula. However, through implementation of Zwiers and Crawford’s (2011)
five core academic conversation skills, with pre-identified content and general academic
language, teachers found ways to assess students’ academic language production
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alongside students’ understanding of the class content. One math teacher concluded, “We
don’t need to assess completely out of textbooks or worksheets for maths. There are
other ways.”
Engagement
One overwhelming theme that emerged from teacher and student data is that
Zwiers and Crawford’s (2011) five core academic conversation skills led to more student
engagement throughout the activity. It should also be noted that teachers who did the
activities in multiple classes reported a marked increase in student engagement in all
classes, in addition to the class where filming took place.
I was able to classify engagement data into three separate subcategories that
relate to my theme of engagement. The first subcategory has to do with both teachers and
students noticing increased participation in the lesson. The second subcategory is in
relation to students having more choice within these activities. The final subcategory is
in regards to students and teachers sensing a more supportive atmosphere in the
classroom.
Participation
Participation was not quantified in this study, but all teachers and students
reported a significant increase in student participation through the addition of paired
speaking activities in the lesson. In a pre-activity interview, when asked about sharing
her ideas during whole class discussions, one student said, “I don’t speak in front of the
whole class very often because I don’t like it, it’s scary.” One teacher reflected after her
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activity, during a stimulated recall session, “Each kid had to participate, so even if you
are shy, you had to share your ideas.” This statement indicates that teachers are aware of
students, like the one previously mentioned, who avoid interaction in whole-class
settings. We do not know if students who do not take part in whole-class discussions are
engaged in the lesson. However, we do know that making talking a requirement, in place
of just allowing partners to talk, or not talk, develops language and thinking abilities
(Glaschan, 1985, and Gibbons, 2002). Therefore, we can assume that students actively
taking part in peer discussions, as students and teachers reported, are engaged in lessons.
To increase participation, teachers created conditions that required partners to
talk. Teachers successfully accomplished interaction through different methods. One
teacher required students to brainstorm answers in pairs before one student typed the
pair’s answers. When asked to commented about this feature of her lesson in a semistructured interview before her activity she stated, “By taking that emphasis off the
keyboard and making sure students talk to each other, respond back and forth before the
typing can take place, [it] ensures that one person isn’t doing all the talking and person
isn’t doing all the typing.” This condition created a need for communication, as both
students could not sit in silence, nor could the students pass the keyboard back and forth
to do the typing without actively communicating in order to share their ideas.
Two different teachers noticed an overall increase in participation when
implementing activities encouraging student dialogue. Teachers used the phrases “forced
[students] to talk” and “made [students] talk” when elaborating on comments of
students’ increased participation throughout activities during stimulated recall sessions.
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These phrases, along with the example above, show feature one of Zwiers and
Crawford’s (2011) seven features of effective academic conversations (Requiring both
Partners to Talk) was present in the design of teachers’ activities. From this data, I
believe that requiring students to talk throughout activities was a significant factor in
teachers noticing an increase in participation during implementation of Zwiers and
Crawford’s (2011) five core academic conversation skills.
Choice
Teachers also frequently maintained through data collected through stimulated
recall sessions, that engagement increased due to students having choices within
dialoguing activities. This finding supports feature seven (Provide Choice and
Ownership) of Zwiers and Crawford’s (2011) seven features of academic conversations.
Much choice was the result of teachers allowing students to control the direction
of the conversations. When this occurred I observed more students engaged in learning.
This result was demonstrated by one student commenting on asking questions about
another student’s mind map during a stimulated recall session: “You can learn
somebody’s mind map... [by] asking questions that you don’t understand... if [I] ask that
question, he can maybe answer what I want to know.” A teacher confirmed this
statement through his stimulated recall session, “The questions are directed, so again,
they learn what they want to learn rather than being forced to learn something they might
not want to learn.”
Another way I observed teachers using choice to engage students in student-tostudent dialogue activities was by allowing students to make selections in groups. For
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example, a math teacher noticed through viewing her video footage during a stimulated
recall session, “Everybody was being involved, and because they got to pick their own
ideas, there was a little bit of enthusiasm that went into creating the word problems.”
This result occurred because the teacher created a lesson that allowed for students to
choose the subject of the word problems. This choice led to students using their selected
topic to practice Zwiers and Crawford’s (2011) core academic conversation skill support
ideas with examples. The excitement of choosing the topic for the problem was a main
reason for the high level of engagement throughout the activity.
Supportive Atmosphere
As the researcher, I observed the atmosphere in many different classrooms. Class
atmospheres tended to vary based on the makeup of students, teacher, and time of day,
along with many other factors. However, teachers and students noticed a shift to a more
supportive atmosphere during the activities.
One reason teachers concluded students were supportive of each other during the
activities was due to their observations of students actively conversing with their peers.
One teacher contrasted students sharing their work with a partner to presenting in a
whole-class format during a stimulated recall session. “Most students don’t listen to
presentations. They are switched off after four or five. This [activity] forced them to
interact with each other.” A student in the class was asked the same question. Without
hesitation he reported, “I listened more [during the pair activity] than the presentation.”
In addition to learning information from peers, these statements show student-to-student
dialogue has an effect on social interaction. When teachers create peer discussions in
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classes, fewer socially-isolated and “social star” students emerge from the class (Almasi
et al., 2004). As a result, when teachers implemented activities that required student-tostudent dialogue, teachers observe a heightened level of peer support amongst students.
When asked in a pre-activity interview about how working pairs would affect his
language learning one student said, “[Working in partners] would help my English a lot
because then sometimes I use new words and if I say them wrong they can correct me.”
It is clear that this type of peer feedback is helpful in developing language, as the
previous results of this study and literature conclude. However, peer interaction fosters
intrinsic motivation as well. This finding is supported by Taylor et al. (2003), who found
interaction with peers led to intrinsic motivation. When teachers designed activities using
Zwiers and Crawford’s (2011) five core academic conversation skills, they observed
students developing intrinsic motivation through peer interaction and, as a result,
observed a more supportive atmosphere.
The word “help” was frequently seen in the data gathered during stimulated recall
sessions. One teacher commented, “They all shared and helped each other’s ideas. They
were really supportive of each other.” When teachers observed students supporting other
students, each teacher became more of a facilitator of learning as Allwright’s (1984)
previously-mentioned research suggests. One teacher identified the shift in her role
during her stimulated recall session: “Because the students became the instructors
through helping each other, my role was just to facilitate their individual conversations
as needed.” This statement shows that when Zwiers and Crawford’s (2011) Academic
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Conversation Skills were implemented in classrooms, a shift from a more teacher-led
instructional setting to a peer-supported atmosphere was noticed by teachers.
Summary
In this chapter, I presented and discussed my findings of my research. First, I
examined the pre- and post-workshop surveys to determine teachers’ perceptions of
Zweirs and Crawford’s (2011) five core academic conversation skills before and after the
workshop. Through analysis of the pre- and post workshop survey, I also found that
although teachers valued experiential learning activities related to Zwiers and Crawford’s
(2011) five core academic conversation skills the activities did not necessarily change
teachers’ views of the merit of individual skills. However, the workshop did indicate that
teachers felt that they were “very likely” or “definitely will” increase opportunities for
student-to-student dialogue in their classroom. Next, I examined semi structured and
interviews and stimulated recall as a means of critical-self reflection. Finally, I identified
and discussed the themes which emerged from predominatly through coded data from
semi-structured interviews and stimulated recall sessions of teachers and students and
supported by pre- and post-surveys of the teacher workshop, and a whole class student
survey. In Chapter Five, I will reflect on the major learning from undertaking this
research, address the limitations and implications of my study, make recommendations
for future research and conclude by discussing how this capstone will effect how I
provide professional development on student-to-student dialogue to teachers in the future.
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CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSION
In this research project I attempted to answer the question: how does professional
development related to Zwiers and Crawford’s (2011) five core academic conversation
skills affect teachers’ implementation of student-to-student dialogue activities in the
classroom? I will reflect on the major learning from undertaking this research, address the
limitations and implications of my study, make recommendations for future research and
conclude by discussing how this capstone will effect how I provide professional
development on student-to-student dialogue to teachers in the future.
Reflections on Learning
This project provided me with a unique opportunity to step away from my daily
teaching routine to lead a research team consisting of mainstream practitioners and
middle school students. In this role, I was able to look more closely at how professional
development can influence implementation of student-to-student dialogue activities in the
classroom. I also learned the value of including students’ thoughts and reflections when
evaluating the effects of professional development. Finally, I have changed my
perception of the role of educational research through working collaboratively with
colleagues on this project.
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The effects of professional development in Zwiers and Crawford’s (2011) five
core academic conversation skills yielded positive outcomes for teachers involved in the
study. This professional development was delivered and reflected upon by using
experiential learning and critical self-reflection. These methods were chosen because they
are considered to be the most conducive to Mezirow’s (1996) transformative learning as
described in the literature review. Increased content understanding, academic language
usage, engagement, for students and opportunities for teachers to assess through studentto-student dialogue were all highlighted as effects of the professional development that
led to implementation of Zwiers and Crawford’s (2011) five core academic conversation
skills. Professional development in student-to-student dialogue provided teachers with the
means to structure paired speaking activities to assist in, and assess, students’ academic
language development alongside the instructors’ current curricula.
In my experience, I found that most professional development is evaluated by a
post-survey completed by attendees at the end of a workshop. Conducting research on the
effects of professional development at my own school provided me with the unique
opportunity to include students’ thoughts in its outcomes. Throughout the research, I was
reminded how incredibly insightful students can be when it comes to their own learning.
The student pre-interviews, stimulated recall sessions and the whole class survey showed
how insightfully students could evaluate the methods used by their teachers to determine
the effect they had on their learning. This information was then viewed
I feel incredibly grateful and indebted to the teachers and students who agreed to
be part of this capstone project. I believe in the value of professional development, but in
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the past I found it difficult to implement new learning from workshops, conferences and
university courses into my daily teaching practice. Going through this research process
with teachers and students changed the nature of the discussions I was having in my
school. Previously, my colleagues and I spoke mostly about the needs of individual
students, but during, and after conducting this research, we started to speak more about
lesson delivery, academic language and curricula as way enhance learning. The correlates
to Brookfield’s (1995) research that teachers reveal aspects of their pedagogy that may
need adjustment or strengthening long after they go through a self-reflective process.
Students also started readily sharing their own processes for learning language with their
teachers, other students, and me.
My previously held notion was that educational research was something carried
out in isolation and then shared with a group. Completing this capstone, with the support
of my school, has taught me the research process itself can positively influence teaching
and learning in schools.
Limitations
The stimulated recall sessions were one of the methods used to gather data for this
capstone. Although these sessions yielded much of the data that was coded and used to
form themes, two best practices for gathering this data were not followed.
Mackey and Glass (2000) recommend stimulated recall sessions should be
conducted within twenty-four hours of the lesson for participants to remember his/her
thought process during the activity. Stimulated recall sessions were not possible in this
timeframe due to teachers and students not being available to attend the session on the
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day after the lesson took place. Additionally, participants could not attend the stimulated
recall session on the same day of recording due to the need to edit the recorded footage to
create clips and prompts.
Participants did not view the stimulated recall sessions in their entirety without
prompting. Clips and simple prompts were used due to time constraints and the desire for
results related to the research question. Mackey and Glass (2000) state that for best
results participants should view the lesson in its entirety and encourage an ongoing
explanation of their thought processes throughout without prompting. Other research by
Saldana, J. (2009) supports the use of clips and prompting as a way to elicit relevant
information in a timelier manner but conclude it is not as valid as viewing segments in
their entirety without any prompting.
Implications
The results of capstone suggest that providing teachers with professional
development in Zwiers and Crawford’s (2011) five core academic conversation skills
leads to increased content understanding, academic language usage, engagement and
opportunities for assessment. These results have implications for ELs, teachers,
administrators, and curriculum writers.
ELs could attempt to incorporate academic language into their day-to-day speech.
Individuals would begin by learning Zwiers and Crawford’s (2011) five core academic
conversation skills and using the sentence starters associated with each skill to grow their
academic language. This learning would lead to the greater content understand and
academic language usage that the results of this study conclude.
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Teachers could benefit from this research by including the five academic
conversation skills in their lessons in the same manner as the teacher participants in this
study. (Zwiers and Crawford, 2011) Practitioners could choose to focus on one of these
skills for a specific length of time, or select the appropriate skill based on the lesson
taught. Both of these approaches would lead to similar results of this study for teachers.
Administrators could recognize the need for professional development in the area
of student-to-student dialogue in their school and purchase Zwiers and Crawford’s book:
Academic Conversations: Classroom Talk That Fosters Critical Thinking and Content
Understandings. Administrators could also provide teachers with a workshop, like the
one teacher participants of this study attended. However, I believe the best option would
be to conduct a workshop, and in addition, provide time and resources to support the
implementation of more student-to-student dialogue activities in the classroom. This
professional development opportunity could be achieved through introducing a peercoaching program that would allow the teacher to self-reflect on the implementation of
Zwiers and Crawford’s (2011) five core academic conversation skills. Arlin (1975) states
that “By far the most significant learning experience in adulthood involve critical selfreflection”. A peer-coaching program that encourages critical self-reflection through nondirective questioning techniques would be beneficial to practitioners in enhancing the
quality and quantity of student discourse in their school.
Curriculum writers could design new curricula, or redesign current curricula, with
more opportunities for student-to-student dialogue using the five core academic
conversation skills based on these findings. (Zwiers and Crawford, 2011) These curricula
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would foster increased content understanding, academic language usage, student
engagement, and provide opportunities for assessment through student dialogue that I feel
are lacking in mainstream curricula.
Further Research
More professional development for educators in the area of student-to-student
dialogue will be required as teachers feel a need to create more opportunities for studentto-student dialogue in the classroom. I believe more student-directed learning will occur
as new technologies allow students to access information quickly, easily and without the
guidance of a teacher. As a result, educational institutions will want teachers to become
more facilitators of learning as Ruben (1975) describes. Teachers will then recognize that
an understanding of how to effectively create opportunities for student-to-student
dialogue is lacking from their educational training as they try to foster more peer
interaction in their classes. The result of this will be that educators will seek out
professional development opportunities in student-to-student dialogue.
I offer several ways the results of this capstone can be supported and enhanced
through extending the data, varying the methodology, and looking more closely at each
of Zwiers and Crawford’s (2011) five core academic conversation skills.
The effect of the professional development was not measured over time. All
teachers implemented their academic speaking skill within ten days of attending the
workshop. In order to fully understand the effect the professional development had on
teachers’ lesson design, more data would need to be collected in the weeks and months
following the workshop.
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More quantitative data should be gathered on the impact of professional
development in Zwiers and Crawford’s (2011) five core academic conversation skills.
Researchers could gather quantitative data on content understanding, academic language
usage, engagement and motivation and opportunities for assessment before and after the
workshop to quantify the results of this capstone. This type of data would also allow for
further analysis into the effect of the professional development in each of Zwiers and
Crawford’s (2011) five core academic conversation skills.
This study looked at Zwiers and Crawford’s (2011) five core academic
conversation skills in isolation. Further research could be done into the effects of
incorporating more than one of these skills into a lesson at once. These results could be
compared to this research in order to determine the best way to deliver professional
development, and implementation of, Zwiers and Crawford’s (2011) five core academic
conversation skills.
This study only gathered data for one lesson. In order to recognize further effects
of the professional development provided on teaching practice, it would be beneficial to
have students and teachers reflect on more than one lesson including the selected Zwiers
and Crawford’s (2011) core academic conversation skill. Including more lessons would
expand the amount of data gathered to further support or extend these findings.
I believe creating opportunities for student-to-student dialogue in the classroom
will become increasingly important for educators. As previously stated in the Literature
Review, many teachers have not been equipped to design lessons that encourage peer
interaction in the classroom (Johnson & Johnson, 1989). Therefore, it is vital more
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research is done into teaching educators how to increase the quality and quantity of
student-to-student dialogue in the classroom.
Future Professional Development
I conducted this research because I felt a need to take a more active role in the
creation of the curricula of mainstream classes as a way to support ELs. I believed two
major deficiencies in curricula were the identification and instruction of academic
language and the quantity and quality of student-to-student interaction in the classroom.
Offering professional development to teachers proved to be an effective way to address
these deficits.
As part of this capstone, five teachers attended a one-day workshop where they
learned about academic language, Zwiers and Crawford’s (2011) seven features of
effective academic conversations, and Zwiers and Crawford’s (2011) five core academic
conversation skills. After being provided with this information through experiential
learning tasks, teachers each selected a skill and designed an activity through applying
what they had learned about student-to-student dialogue and academic language to their
own curricula.
Providing a similar professional development opportunity to enhance the quantity
and quality of student-to-student dialogue in the classroom would be beneficial to both
teachers and students at my school. The data and results from this research would support
and enhance my preexisting workshop. I could use the recorded video of teacher and
student pre-interviews, classroom activities and stimulated recall sessions, along with
survey results, to demonstrate how professional development in Zwiers and Crawford’s

83
(2011) five core academic conversation skills has led to increased content understanding,
academic language usage and engagement for students, and additional opportunities for
assessment in the classroom.
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APPENDIX A

English as an Additional Language Student Report
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English as an Additional Language Student Report
Name:
Teacher:
Semester:
Dev
Cap
Acc

= Developing
= Capable
= Accomplished

COMMUNICATION SKILLS

Follows classroom instructions
Speaks with clear pronunciation
Uses vocabulary taught in EAL classes and
subject areas
Asks and answers questions
Expresses ideas in simple language
Uses complex language to express ideas
Uses academic language in different subjects
READING SKILLS

Understands texts with limited vocabulary
Locates information in texts
Understands simplified academic materials
Reads grade level literature independently with
understanding
Reads orally with expression and comprehension
WRITING SKILLS

Writes simple sentences
Writes compound and complex sentences
Organizes writing in paragraphs
Writes in appropriate formats for different
purposes
Is developing voice in writing
Uses correct grammar and structure
Uses correct punctuation and capitalization
Uses correct spelling
DEVELOPMENTAL CONTINUUM STAGE OF
ENGLISH ACQUISITION

Understands survival language
Uses survival language to communicate
Understands social language
Uses social language to communicate
Understands academic language

Grade:
School Year:

Q1 Dev

Q1 Cap

Q1 Acc
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Uses academic language to communicate
Name
WORK HABITS AND ATTITUDE
N
= Needs Improvement
S
= Satisfactory
G
= Good
E
= Excellent
Maintains a positive attitude towards learning English
Uses time effectively in the classroom, both in oral and written work
Organizes personal materials
Completes assignments and homework carefully and on time
Cooperates with teachers and students
QUARTER 1 Comments

QUARTER 2 Comments

Qtr. 1
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APPENDIX B

Teacher Pre-workshop Survey

95

96

97

Zwiers, J. and Crawford, M. (2011). Academic Conversations: Classroom Talk that
Fosters Critical Thinking and Content Understandings. Portland, ME: Stenhouse
Publishers.

98

APPENDIX C

Teacher Post-workshop Survey
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APPENDIX D

Whole Class Student Survey
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APPENDIX E

Teacher Sample Semi-Structured Interview Questions
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Describe your activity:
Can you describe your activity and how the your core skill fits into overall lesson and/or
unit?
Student - to - Student Interaction:
Do you think Student to student interaction increases students’ academic performance?
Do you think students believe that talking to one another has an impact on their own
personal academic performance?
How will you assess student-to-student interaction in your lesson?
Core Skills:
Of the 5 core skills which do you think most relate to your subject area?
A) Elaborate and clarify
B) Support ideas with examples
C) Build on and/or challenge a partner’s idea
D) Paraphrase
E) Synthesize conversation points
Do you think the implementation of the 5 Core Skills lead to more student to student
interaction?
Do you think the skill of ____________ (chosen skill) will lead to more interaction?
Academic Language:
How do you think students will respond to the introduction of general academic
vocabulary in your lesson?
Do you think by having students use the skill of _________ (chosen skill) have an effect
on what they produce?
Do you think the effect of sentence starters you have chosen will have on your lesson?
Why?
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APPENDIX F

Student Sample Semi-Structured Interview Questions
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Partner activities
How do you feel about activities where you talk with a partner during class?
Do you speak more or less when you are working with a partner compared to larger
groups or whole class work? Why?
Synthesizing:
Have you ever had to work with a partner to make a decision?
Have you ever had to work with a partner to put everything you learned in a sentence?
For example The teacher would say work with your partner and decide together what
you learned in today’s lesson.
Academic Language:
How often do teachers give you new words to use when you are talking to a partner?
Do teachers ever ask you questions like;
How can we summarize what we just discussed?
What is the main point?
What is our conclusion?
Academic Identity:
Does it help you remember things with you speak them to someone else?
Do you feel more comfortable speaking in front of the whole group after speaking with a
partner first?
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