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ABSTRACT
REFRAMING DISCUSSIONS
By
Michael B. Sherry

Recitations and discussions are two types of interactions which have long been of
interest to researchers who study classroom discourse in secondary English and Social
Studies. According to research, teachers control the discourse during recitations through
“inauthentic” questions requiring pre-specified answers. In contrast, discussions involve
shared control and include “authentic” questions allowing multiple interpretations. This
research has described recitations and discussions as opposites. Moreover, recitations and
discussions have primarily been distinguished by who speaks and how many answers are
possible. In defining these interactions in terms of stable categories and a multiplicity of
voices and interpretations, little attention has been paid to dynamic relationships created
through discourse during these interactions: If recitations appear to be so persistent, how
might they be “reframed” as discussions through negotiation of the roles, relationships,
and responses that are possible and appropriate in an interaction? If discussions involve
not only expressing multiple opinions but also engaging with texts and responding to
others’ perspectives, how do speakers relate their experiences to the topic and build on
others’ contributions? My dissertation addressed discussions in terms of dynamic,
discursive relationships through sociolinguistic discourse analysis of field notes, class
transcripts, written reflections, and interviews on 28 lessons over one year in an urbah
10th grade English class, a suburban 9th grade Social Studies class, and a rural 12th

grade Composition class. Based on this research, I make the following claims.



Recitations and discussions are not stable discourse patterns determined by
individual speakers or individual turns in conversation. In contrast with prior English and
Social Studies education research, the teacher’s intended purpose did not necessarily
determine the nature of the interaction, and inauthentic/authentic questions were not
necessarily indicators of recitations/discussions. Rather, the discourse seemed to depend

on how the interactional frame could be (re)negotiated among teacher and students.

Recitations were reframed as discussions by relating students to the topic through
1
“animation” and by relating different opinions to each other via “double voicing.”
“Animation” that cast students as figures in a historical/literary event reframed
recitations as discussions by describing the topic as one with which students could
identify. This finding adds to English and Social Studies education research on how
envisionment of story worlds can increase students’ comprehension/engagement and on
how imagining themselves into events can increase students’ empathy/authority.
“Double voicing” students’ comments reframed recitations as discussions by
repeating what others had said in ways that provoked debate. This finding adds to English
and Social Studies education research on how asking questions about what others have
Just said can contribute to discussion and on how interpretive questions encourage debate,
Discussions can depend on the framing of other classroom interactions. Activities
that preceded and followed discussions, in these data, shaped the frame for discussions.
The framing of similar activities among teacher and students during previous classes

shaped the frame for discussions. Repeated renegotiation of the frame led to emergence

of genres, or types, of discussions.
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1. “Two People Talking by Themselves”: Researching Recitations and
Discussions

MS. SMITH (to her class): Remember when we talked about monologue? What was a
monologue?

DIANA (raising her hand): One person talking by themselves.

MS. SMITH: Right! Well, if a monologue is one person talking by themselves, then a
dialogue is...?

JOHNNY: Two people talking by themselves?

Education researchers who study classroom discourse in secondary English and
Social Studies have long been interested in recitations and discussions. According to
prior research, the type of interaction identified as recitations often involve repeated
exchanges like the one above: A teacher asks questions to which s/he already knows the
answer in order to test students’ knowledge, evaluating their responses as correct or
incorrect. Previous studies of classroom discourse have suggested that this kind of
“monologic” exchange, with its pre-specified answers, requires little thinking and heavily
constrains students’ responses. Nevertheless, recitations have appeared for over a century
in American classrooms, a familiar and recurring type of interaction among teacher and
students. Indeed, though many previous studies have attributed responsibility for
recitations to teachers, the above example suggests that this interaction depends as much
on students...and students do not always cooperate. And although recitations have often
been described negatively in terms of a single, stable recurring pattern, some research has
suggested the possibility of variations in the nature, value, and purpose of this way of

organizing roles, relationships, and responses through classroom talk.



The type of interaction called discussions also has a long history, dating back to
pre-revolutionary European salons, where literary lights shared and challenged
intellectual ideas. Today, discussing with others is still a common and valued practice in
American society: In secondary English and Social Studies classrooms, it is a means for
students to exchange ideas, to engage in shared inquiry, and to encounter other
perspectives, preparing themselves for lifelong enjoyment of literate pursuits and adult
participation in a democratic society. However, there has been far less education research
on discussions. Despite the fact that several national studies show a correlation between
discussions and student achievement in secondary English classrooms, and that others
show that teachers and students claim to value this type of interaction, discussions have
remained rare in comparison with recitations. Although discussions have usually
appeared during recitations, little research has described how one arises from the other.
Indeed, most studies have described discussions primarily as the opposite of recitations:
Instead of a constraining pattern of question, response, and evaluation, as in the example
above, teacher and students share control. Despite this emphasis on shared responsibility
for defining the interaction, few studies have described how the nature of this type of
interaction is negotiated among teacher and students. Instead, as in research on recitation,
studies of discussions have often focused on teacher questions, which in discussions often
allow an unspecified number of answers.

Thus prior definitions of “dialogic” discussions emphasize the presence of
multiple speakers and the possibility of multiple interpretations. But such definitions risk
defining discussions as “people talking by themselves”: Discussions are not only about

expression of one’s own opinions, but also about engagement with texts and others’ ideas



in order to expand or deepen one’s understanding of the world. Yet little research
addresses dialogue in terms of relationships—between speakers and the topic of
discussion, among turns in the conversation, and between discussions and other

classroom interaction routines. In other words, how do the relationships between speakers
and the text/event/topic, in Literature or Social Studies, contribute to defining this type of
interaction? How do the relationships among speakers’ stances toward those events, in
disagreement, for example, shape the nature of discussions? And how does what precedes
or follows it, as well as experience with other, similar interactions, influence a
discussion? Addressing these questions is important to defining an interaction which is at
the heart of disciplines like English and Social Studies that value collaboration and
“talking to learn.”

My dissertation study addresses these questions about discussions and discursive
relationships through interactional sociolinguistic discourse analysis of field notes, class
transcripts, reflections, and interviews associated with thirty lessons in three secondary
school classrooms over one year. In chapter 2, I review the relevant literature on
recitations and discussions, define my research questions, and articulate a theoretical
framework based on assumptions and concepts from interactional sociolinguistics.
Chapter 3 describes my methodological assumptions and decisions, including selection of
sites/participants, generation of data sources, and means of analysis (including
transcription conventions). In chapter 4, I focus on how what began as recitation was
renegotiated among teacher and students in Sami Ghanem’s 12th grade Composition
class at rural Marquette High School and Tamara Jefferson’s 10th grade Literature class

at urban Magnum Appan High School. Next, I address in chapter 5 how a discussion



brought events into relationship with students’ experiences, and how that shaped the
nature of the interaction, in Dave Weber’s 9th grade Social Studies class at suburban
Talbott High School. Chapter 6 returns to Tamara Jefferson’s Literature classes at
Magnum Appan to explore whether and how disagreement contributes to discussions by
bringing different perspectives on a topic into relationship. And in chapter 7, further
examples from Dave Weber’s Social Studies class illustrate how the sequence of
activities, and repeated experience with other, similar interactions, shaped a certain kind
of discussions. Finally, in chapter 8, I discuss these analyses in relation to previous
research in English education, Social Studies education, and classroom discourse, as well

as their implications for theory, research, and pedagogical practice of discussions.



2. Reframing Discussions: Literature Review and Theoretical Framework
2.1 Literature Review

Below, I first review the relevant research on the continuing persistence of
recitations; then, I synthesize research on defining dialogic discussions. Based on a
review of the literature, I next articulate research questions and propose a theoretical
framework for this dissertation study.

2.1.1 The continuing persistence of recitations. For over a century, English
education researchers have noted patterns of discourse associated with recitations, and
how those patterns shape the possible roles, relationships, and responses of teacher and
students. In the late 1800s, researchers described the way teachers tested students’ recall
of textbook knowledge through an “oral examination” consisting of the “rapid” and
“mechanical” posing of questions, instructing students, “Don’t stop to think, but tell me
what you know” (Morrison, 1860; Rice, 1893, p. 175). An early 20" century study
similarly described how recall of textbook content seemed to be of primary importance in
American classrooms; rather than “really teach[ing]” by “building up new knowledge in
class,” teachers acted as “chairmen of a meeting” at which students reported what they
had learned through study of the textbook (Burstall, 1909, pp. 156, 158). Stevens (1910,
1912) also found that teachers posed “rote memory” and “superficial comprehension
questions” at the rate of one to four per minute, making “the classroom a place for
displaying knowledge, rather than a laboratory for getting and using it” (p. 16). For
Colvin (1919), as well, few of the questions teachers posed were “genuine thought

questions” (p. 269). Thus early English education research described recitations as a



discursive practice which constructed the teacher as examiner of students’ rote recall of
textbook knowledge through rapid-fire questioning. Relating to the content, or building
on others’ ideas was of less importance than students’ demonstration of knowledge for
the teacher.

Subsequent research in the late 20th and early 21st century affirmed the
continuing persistence of these long-standing patterns of classroom discourse, as well as
the relatively negative roles and relationships they suggested for teacher and students
(Applebee & Squire, 1968; Applebee, J. Langer, Nystrand, & Gamoran, 2003; Gallimore,
Dalton, & Tharp, 1986; Hoetker & Albrand, 1969; W. Miller, 1922; Nystrand, Gamoran,
Kachur, & Prendergast, 1997; Thayer, 1928). These studies further identified the patterns
of discourse associated with recitations, noting a recurring, triadic pattern called I-R-E, in
which the teacher Initiates, the student Responds, and the teacher Evaluates that response
(Cazden, 1986; Mehan, 1979; Sinclair & Coulthard, 1975). Like previous work, these
studies found that the questions initiated by the teacher during recitations tended to be
“inauthentic,” asking for already-known answers, and to involve “lower-order thinking”
(Nystrand et al., 1997; Nystrand, Wu, Gamoran, Zeiser, & Long, 2003), requiring only
“the routine application of previously learned knowledge” (Newmann, 1990, p. 44).
Similarly, the teacher’s “follow-up” (Wells, 1999) to students’ responses usually
evaluated them as right or wrong, sending the message that there was a single, correct
answer which students must produce (Marshall, Smagorinsky, & M. W. Smith, 1995).
This repeated cycle has thus been characterized as “monologic” (Applebee et al., 2003;
Nystrand et al., 1997): that is, there is little opportunity for students to relate their own

experiences to the content or to engage in dialogue with others.



This is not to suggest that research on recitations has described them as one-
sidedly negative. Early studies found recitations to be democratic, emphasizing students’
equality and independence as they studied and were tested on textbook knowledge
(Burstall, 1909). One review of the history of recitations (Thayer, 1928) described them
as a progressive reform that allowed teachers to teach large groups (rather than through
one-on-one tutorials, as had been more usual), efficiently estimating their collective
knowledge by questioning a sample of students. Recitations have also been described as a
“teaching game” (Bellack, Kliebard, Hyman, & F. Smith, 1966) in which teacher and
students willingly participate, and on which teacher preparation ought to focus (Hoetker
& Albrand, 1969). More recently, recitations have been called “a sort of genre” (Lemke,
1990) and “the dominant discourse genre” found in teaching (Wells, 1993). Indeed, some
researchers have surmised that recitations can be useful in certain contexts for
constructing, establishing, or passing on shared cultural knowledge and group norms
(Lotman, 1988; Mercer, 1995; Wells, 2007). Thus, though recitations in some research
has appeared to be a reified category defined by the I-R-E pattern, other studies suggests
that not all of what has been called “recitations” is the same.

Indeed, researchers have called recitations a “classroom language game” (Bellack
et al., 1966), an “instructional practice” (Hoetker & Albrand, 1969) and a “social
organization of the discourse and the respective roles of the conversants” (Nystrand et al.,
1997, p. 9). Others have termed the recurring combinations of roles, relationships, and
responses “an instructional frame” (Chinn, R. Anderson, & Waggoner, 2001).
Collectively, these descriptions have suggested that recitations, as a type of classroom

discourse interaction cannot be understood



...outside the organized interrelationships of the [participants].... The crux of the
matter is not the subjective consciousness of the speakers...or what [they] think,
experience, or want, but in what the...social logic of their interrelationships
demands of them. In the final account, this logic defines the very experiences of
people... (Medvedev & Bakhtin, 1978, p. 153).
Recitations are not simply defined by the teacher’s role or the kinds of questions s/he
asks, but are rather a way of organizing experience which shapes and is shaped by the
discursive interactions of the participants. That is, recitations depend not on individuals
but on relationships, and the way those relationships shape and are shaped by their uses
of language.

In sum, recitations are a long-standing type of classroom interaction typically
characterized by patterns of discourse such as a recurring cycle of teacher question,
student answer, and teacher evaluation or follow-up, which enable and constrain certain
roles, relationships, and responses. Prior research has addressed these patterns as stable
and universal in the way they construct teacher/student control, attributing responsibility
for the interactions to the teacher, who “tightly regulates” (Chinn et al., 2001, p. 378)
classroom talk and allows students “no control over the flow of the discussion” (Nystrand
etal.,, 1997, p. 38). From this perspective, recitations are a type of interaction whose
organization is determined by the teacher (Chinn et al., 2001, p. 378). That teachers are
solely responsible for the persistence of recitations seems unlikely given long-standing
condemnation of recitations not only by English education research, but also by
curricular materials and practitioner literature (Hoetker & Albrand, 1969); moreover,

researchers have found that most teachers and students value peer discussions in literature



instruction (Adler, Rougle, Kaiser, & Caughlan, 2003; Commeyras & DeGroff, 1998).
Rather than teacher-determined, recitations have been described by some research as a
game or “dance” in which students “...play along, of course, so that we can tell that they
know that we know that they know what we know!” (Nystrand et al., 1997, p. 18). Yet
few studies have described how recitations, as an “instructional frame” (Chinn et al.,
2001) or way of co-organizing experience, are established, maintained, or transformed by
interaction among teacher and students. Research on whether and how recitations are
negotiated among teacher and students, rather than determined by the teacher, seems
necessary given the persistence of this type of discursive interaction across classrooms
for over a century.

If further research is necessary on how recitations are negotiated among
participants, more study is also required into the dynamics of this type of interaction.
Much prior work on recitations describes the I-R-E cycle, with its inauthentic, lower-
order thinking questions, as a stable pattern of discourse (Applebee et al., 2003; Nystrand
et al., 1997). However, some studies suggest possible variations in the features and
purposes of this “genre,” or recurring type of discursive interaction (Mercer, 1995; Wells,
1993). Indeed, Mehan, one of the first to name the I-R-E sequence, has cautioned
sociocultural researchers against treating such teaching interactions as static events and
has called for more attention to their processual struggles and conflicts: “Trouble is an
essential feature of teaching-learning interaction,; it is always there, a feature that defies

our attempts to correct it, or repair it, or make it disappear” (1998, p. 264). But few
previous studies describe what “troubles” recitations—how they are dynamically

negotiated, maintained, or transformed through interaction, and even struggle, among



teacher and students. Such study seems warranted if English education researchers are to
learn more about variations in this genre of classroom discourse, as well as its
relationship to other classroom interactions, like discussion.

2.1.2. Defining discussion. Despite much prior research on recitations, far less
study has been devoted to defining discussions. One reason for this may be their relative
rarity in American classrooms. A national study of English instruction, conducted in over
1,600 classes, found that only 23 percent of class time was spent on talk other than
teacher lectures and recitations (Applebee & Squire, 1968). Further, Nystrand, Gamoran,
Kachur, and Prendergast’s (1997) national study of English classroom discourse reduced
this figure to less than 50 seconds per class period in middle schools (and even fewer in
high schools). And a more recent national study of approaches to teaching literature put
the national average at an only slightly higher 1.7 minutes per sixty-minute secondary
school class session, in contrast with other kinds of classroom talk, like recitations
(Applebee et al., 2003). Despite its rarity, discussion-based approaches to teaching
English were correlated in both of these national studies with increased student
achievement and high literacy performance across school contexts and secondary grade
levels. The rarity of discussions, as well as their apparent correlation with desirable
student performance, suggest that this type of in'teraction merits further study by English
education researchers.

As these national studies have suggested, prior research has defined discussions
primarily in contrast to the roles, relationships, and responses associated with recitations

(Adler et al., 2003; Billings & Fitzgerald, 2002; Chinn et al., 2001; Nystrand, 2006).

Indeed, Nystrand et al.’s (1997) study of hundreds of classrooms suggested that

10



discussions often arise from recitations (p. 36). However, little prior research has
described how this transformation occurs.

Instead, discussions have often appeared as a reified category defined primarily in
opposition to recitations. Whereas previous studies have described recitations as
“teacher-fronted” (Forman, McCormick, & Donato, 1998) with the pace and direction of
interaction “continuously controlled” by the teacher (Adler et al., 2003, p. 313),
discussions have been defined as the “free exchange of information among students
and/or between at least two students and the teacher” (Nystrand et al., 1997, p. 36). And
recitations’ focus on rapid-fire questions posed by the teacher has been contrasted with
interactions in which “students. ..voice their understandings and refine them through
substantive discussion with others” (Applebee et al., 2003, p. 680). As with research on
recitations as determined by the teacher, prior definitions of discussions have thus
focused on their difference from recitations primarily in terms of who participates: across
studies, discourse in which students take more turns in conversation has often been
associated with discussions. Less attention has been paid to what is discussed and to
whether and how topic and turns in conversation affect discussions. That is, the number
of student turns does not necessarily address the nature and quality of the classroom talk.

Research on discussions has not only addressed who participates and how often. It
has also addressed patterns of discourse, mirroring the focus of recitation research on
kinds of questions. In contrast with recitation questions, which commonly require “lower-
order,” reporting of facts gleaned from a text, discussion questions usually involve
“higher-order” thinking, such as those which ask students to answer “Why?” or to

speculate about the value and possible consequences of decisions (Applebee, 1981,
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Britton, Burgess, Martin, McLeod, & Rosen, 1975; Moffett, 1983; Nystrand et al., 1997).
And instead of rapid-fire, “inauthentic” questions which test students’ knowledge of what
they and the teacher often already know, discussions have been associated with
“authentic” questions for which the asker does not require a pre-specified answer
(Cazden, 1986; Mehan, 1979; Nystrand et al., 1997; Sinclair & Coulthard, 1975). The
posing of authentic, higher-order questions by the teacher has often been a defining factor
in research on discussions. However, as with research on recitation, this definition
focuses primarily on the teacher’s discourse, rather than on how that discourse and its
meanings are negotiated among teacher and students in particular situations. For instance,
the authenticity of the question, in this prior work, is determined by the asker, rather than
by how it is received'. Of course, authentic teacher questions are not the only discursive
feature associated with discussions by previous research. Student questions (which tend
to be authentic) also often accompany discussion (Nystrand et al., 1997; Nystrand et al.,
2003). But overall, previous studies have distinguished recitations’ emphasis on a single,
correct answer from the way discussion questions seem to allow for an unspecified
number of responses. In conjunction with the attention in this research to who
participates, one way to characterize the discourse of discussions might be in terms of a
multiplicity of voices—multiple speakers, and multiple possibilities for response. But this
characterization has suggested little about the relationships among those voices.

Indeed, current research on discussions has often contrasted the “monologic”

tendency of recitations with “dialogic” discussions (e.g., Adler et al., 2003; Applebee et

' An exception is Nystrand (2003), in which the authors note that “judging the authenticity of a question
ultimately depends on the context of the question. ... The nature of a given instructional episode.. .is the
most reliable indicator of authenticity” (p. 15); however, even here the researchers consulted the teacher,
rather than student responses, to resolve ambiguity in coding a question as authentic.
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al., 2003; Billings & Fitzgerald, 2002; Chinn et al., 2001; Nystrand et al., 1997). These
terms, drawn from Bakhtin’s sociolinguistic theory of “dialogism” (Bakhtin, 1984, 1981,
1986a; Morson & Emerson, 1990) would seem to fit with a definition of recitations as
“univocal” (Lotman, 1988)—dominated by a single voice or a single possibility for
response—and discussions, by contrast, as “multivocal” (Nystrand et al., 1997, p. 38)}—
involving multiple speakers and multiple perspectives. However, there are several
practical and theoretical problems with this understanding of dialogic discussions.

First, the presence of a multiplicity of speakers or perspectives says little about
what is being discussed. Authentic questions posed in a free exchange among at least
three people could be applied equally to a discussion of Math (Forman et al., 1998),
Science (Lemke, 1990), History (Husbands & Pendry, 2000), or English Language Arts
(Applebee et al., 2003), and to reading comprehension (Nystrand, 2006) or to
composition (Applebee, 1981), as well as to discussions of literature (Marshall et al.,
1995) or discussions of students’ oral narratives about their personal experiences (Juzwik,
Nystrand, Kelly, & Sherry, 2008). Are all discussions the same, regardless of discipline?
Does the object of a discussion shape its organization as an interaction, or its discursive
features?

Recent research has suggested that Social Studies class discussions may differ
according to purpose: seminars whose focus is exploring an issue may differ from
deliberations whose purpose is to consider possible choices and reach a decision (Parker,
2001, 2006; Parker & Hess, 2001). Social Studies education research has also found that

discussion of particular topics, such as controversial issues, can be more or less

conducive to discussions (Hess, 2002, 2004; Husbands & Pendry, 2000). These prior
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studies have suggested that what is being discussed may matter as much as who is
discussing it. However, they have not explored how the relationships between speakers
and the focus of their discussion might enable or constrain dialogic discourse.

Further, some research suggests that certain kinds of oral and written texts may
seem to have more or less potential for dialogic discussions (Bernstein, 1994; Morson,
1994; Wells, 2007). For example, previous research has identified two tendencies in
historical/literary narratives: one toward order, and coherence and another toward
uncertainty and ambiguity (Bemstein, 1994; Morson, 1994; Ochs & Capps, 2001;
Wertsch, 2002; White, 1987). According to Ochs and Capps (2001), “the former
proclivity offers a relatively soothing resolution to bewildering events....” (p. 4). This
function of narrative allows events to be drawn together into “a well-configured story”
(Wertsch, 2002, p. 58). Such stories order historical events clearly for students (Center
for History and New Media, 2008; Singer, 2003). However, because this type of
historical narrative can “flatte{n] human experience” (Ochs & Capps, 2001, p. 4),
reducing past events to generic patterns, such stories in Social Studies and English classes
can also serve to diminish the engaging particularities of historical situations for
secondary students. By turning past events into predictors of those to come and present
events into the inevitable consequences of their precursors, such narratives can also
create a sense of predictability, and even an ironic distance between a knowledgeable
narrator and the oblivious characters (Schweber, 2004). And the idea that historical
events were coherent and predictable, and thus easily understood, may also diminish for
students “the presentness of the past” (Morson, 1994, p. 7) and the complexity of

historical research. Moreover, the inevitable quality of histories narrated by a single teller
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may also reduce the possibility of discussion about past events by Social Studies students.
According to prior research, a polished narrative performance of the kind often presented
in history classrooms “is finished when we begin to read it, its opening, middle, and end
already established between the covers of a book. This appearance of form is reassuring”
(Langer, 1991, p. 17, emphasis in original) not only for readers, but for teachers who
must plan and present a coherent curriculum to students. However, this finished quality
of such polished narratives may come at the expense of student participation that might
lead in unexpected (and productive) directions.

In contrast, some narratives, such as stories composed of interwoven and even
conflicting accounts from multiple perspectives, can furnish “a more intimate, ‘inside’
portrayal of unfolding events...[because] narrators and listeners can...[experience events]
as contingent, emergent, and uncertain alongside the protagonists (Ochs & Capps, 2001,
p. 4). Indeed, Bakhtin himself, as a literary philosopher, originated his theory of
dialogism in relation to the non-linear, multivocal qualities of novels by Dostoyevsky and
Tolstoy (Bakhtin, 1984), which invite the reader to identify with a variety of characters
and voices. Although such historical and literary narratives, characterized by “uncertainty
and conflicting sensibilities” (p. 4) may be less orderly, they can invite students closer to
the complexity of a historical event. This potential to engage students is one reason why
teachers may use such narratives in Social Studies and English classes. In revealing
multiple perspectives and possibilities in historical situations, such narratives emphasize
the ambiguity of history, “restoring some of the presentness that has been lost” (Morson,

1994, p. 7). This presentness may draw high school students into the historical situation,

making the past more “usable” (Wertsch, 2002; Zamora, 1997) by “harnes[sing] it for
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some purpose in the present” (Wertsch, 2002, p. 31). In short, some research has already
implied that what is discussed may matter as much to defining dialogic discussions as
who is doing the discussing. This is not to suggest that certain texts are inherently more
“discussable.” While some texts may seem to have more potential for discussion, any text
can be read or heard as more or less open to interpretation (Wells, 2007). Still, the
relationship between the text/event/topic and students discussing it—between what and
who—may be at least as important as how many students participate during an
interaction.

Defining dialogic discussions in terms of a multiplicity of speakers or possible
interpretations also raises a second theoretical and practical problem. Such a definition
says little about the relationships among turns in conversation, or the “social logic of
reciprocity” that suggests “appropriate and respective acts by reciprocal others”
(Nystrand et al., 1997, p. 10) during this type of interaction. Does the fact that many
speak, voicing multiple interpretations, mean that “students refine [their understandings]
through substantive discussion with others” (Applebee et al., 2003, p. 680)? What kind of
relationships among what is said define discussions as an “instructional frame” (Chinn et
al.,, 2001)?

Prior research on dialogic discussions has begun to suggest answers to these
questions, though few illustrative examples exist as yet. Nystrand (1997) warns that
“discourse is not dialogic because the speakers take turns, but because it is continually

structured by tension, even conflict, between conversants, between self and other, as one
voice ‘refracts’ another” (p. 8). It is not the turns but the relationships among the turns

that matter to structuring the discourse of discussion. Indeed, dialogism, for Bakhtin, is
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not simply about dialogue, in the traditional sense, meaning any verbal interaction
(Bakhtin, 1984, p. 40); rather, dialogic discourse is about relationships among past,
present, and future uses of language. Attention to whether students have a chance to
speak, while important, may not be enough to define discussion. For instance, Nathan
(2005) found that much of what passes for discussion could be described as “a sequential
expression of opinion spurred directly by a question or scenario devised by the teacher,
which is subject to little or no commentary [and in which] ideas are rarely debated and
even more rarely evaluated”(p. 95). In short, though dialogic discussions depend on the
struggle among voices in discussion, examples of discussions involving debate and
disagreement have rarely appeared in previous research in this area.

This is not to suggest that dialogic discourse is synonymous with disagreement.
Even agreement, during a discussion or debate, necessarily involves the “refraction” of
another’s words as one adds one’s own evaluation to them. Nor is it useful in defining
dialogic discussions to rely solely on the idea that al/ discourse draws on previous uses
by other speakers, carrying with it and invoking those prior uses’. For English educators,
in particular, are concerned with how a speaker makes “use of someone else’s words for
his [sic] own purposes” (Bakhtin, 1984, p. 189), by taking up a passage from the class
text, identifying with an historical/literary figure, or taking issue with what someone else
has just said.

Indeed, the importance of the relationships among what is said in a discussion has
already been addressed by attention to “uptake” as a discursive feature of dialogic

discussions; through uptake, another person “picks up on a student’s response” by asking

2 This is, in fact, one definition of “dialogism” (Bakhtin, 1984):, consider the possible connotations of the
word “discussion,” itself, in the following phrases: “...I enjoyed our discussion of Macbeth today”; “...in
the Discussion section of this paper...”; “we need to have a serious discussion, young man!”
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a question about what that speaker has just said (such as “what makes you say that?”)
(Collins, 1982; Nystrand et al., 1997, pp. 38-39). However, like other discursive features
of discussions, “uptake’ has been primarily applied to teacher follow-up questions. And
while some research suggests that conflict can be valuable in peer- and teacher-led
discussions (Almasi, 1995), little research exists on the dialogic relationships among
turns in discussions characterized by disagreement and debate.

In sum, less research exists on discussions, perhaps because of their relative rarity
in comparison to recitations. Much of this prior work has defined discussions as a reified
category in opposition to recitations, mirroring the focus of recitation research on
teacher/student control and kinds of questions posed during discussions. As with research
on recitations, studies of discussions tend to focus on teacher roles and teacher discourse,
or to emphasize the presence of a multiplicity of speakers and possible interpretations. If
the roles and discourse patterns of discussions are “social processes and not synchronic
fact[s]” (Hanks, 1996, p. 208), how are those processes negotiated among teacher and
students? What part in those processes (if any) is played by the relationships of speakers
to what they are talking about? And how (if at all) do the relationships among turns in
conversation shape discussions, especially those characterized by disagreement and
debate?

2.2. Research Questions

Based on my review of prior research on recitation and discussion, the present

study addresses the following research questions:

1. How are interactions like recitations and discussions established, maintained, or

negotiated among teacher and students?
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a. Ifrecitations and discussions often co-occur, how does one become the
other?

b. What kinds of discourse accompany the transitions from recitations to
discussions?

2. Do the relationships between who and what is being discussed contribute to
promoting or sustaining discussions? If so, how?

3. Do the relationships among turns in a discussion, particularly agreement or
disagreement with another speaker, contribute to promoting or sustaining
discussions? If so, how?

4. Do other classroom discourse activities affect discussions? If so, how?

a. How do prior and subsequent activities shape discussion interactions?
b. How does participation in other, similar interactions shape discussions?
2.3. Theoretical Framework

In this theoretical framework section, I detail the underlying assumptions and the
combination of theories applied in answering my research questions. I begin with a brief
explanation of some assumptions about social interaction and classroom talk implicit in
the theories on which I draw. Next, I address the specific theoretical concepts applied in
this study.

2.3.1 Theoretical assumptions of this study. Broadly, the assumptions I make in
this study belong to the field of interactional sociolinguistics, and to what might be
considered a precursor of that field: Bakhtin’s theory of dialogism (Bakhtin, 1984, 1981,
1986a; Medvedev & Bakhtin, 1978). Whereas a linguist might study language in terms of

stable systems that apply across contexts and across particular instances of
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communication in order to characterize cultural populations, as a sociolinguist I am
concerned with discourse, or language in use (Jaworski & Coupland, 1999), particularly
language used by particular teachers and students in secondary school English and Social
Studies classrooms. If not all teachers and students communicate in the same ways,
attending to how their classroom discourse shapes teaching and learning is important not
only to equitable secondary school instruction but also to teacher preparation (Hymes,
1972).

Like many sociolinguists, I assume that classroom discourse, or language in use
among a teacher and his/her students, is never quite the same from interaction to
interaction (Gumperz & Hymes, 1972; Gumperz, 1982). Each “utterance,” or turn in
conversation, is not an instantiation of an underlying system but is communicated among
people for particular purposes in a particular situation (Bakhtin, 1986a; Morson &
Emerson, 1990, p. 126). That is, the meanings of an utterance depend on its contexts.
Those contexts include not only the accumulation of cultural habits and procedures, but
also the utterances that immediately precede and follow a turn in conversation (Bakhtin,
1981, 1986a). For instance, a question posed by the teacher can be “doubly contextual,”
(M. Goodwin, 1990, p. 4; Heritage, 1984, p. 242), both responding to the context—what
has just been said—and reshaping the context—what subsequent utterances might be
appropriate. In including attention to this “microsocial” contextualization of utterances
through their relationship to what precedes and follows, I do not mean to ignore or
devalue the “macrosocial” tendencies which result from the accumulation of these
interactional relationships, but merely to call attention to how the relationships among

what is said during a single lesson activity can also shape the context for that interaction.
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“Utterance” does not only refer to a turn in conversation (it can also be applied to
written communication, like a lesson plan); however, 1 focus primarily on the
relationships among spoken ufterances in classroom discourse, and how those
relationships contribute the contexts for classroom interactions. Because of this focus,
features of language often marginalized in linguistics, such as choice of syntax, accent, or
dialect, intonation, speech rhythm, gestures, and other methods of signaling situation and
relationship (Gumperz, 1982), are relevant in my study to how teacher and students make
meaning together in classroom interactions. These features of language, among others,
are also important to understanding implicature, or how speakers discern what is not
explicitly expressed (for instance, what kinds of responses are expected in an interaction,
or whether an utterance is intended ironically). In short, I am interested in pragmatics, the
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