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A bstract

The aim of this paper is to foster dialogue between proponents of Alexander’s notion of
dialogic teaching and those working with educational linguistics — in particular those
working with systemic functional theory. To this end, the paper begins by highlighting
important points of alignment between dialogic teaching and systemic theory: their shared
emphasis on learning as a social and cultural construct; the priority they accord to language
in education and its role in mediating learning; and their shared em phasis on the nature of
positive educational interventions. M ajor sections of the paper, however, address two issues
identified by Alexander as posing particular challenges in the implementation of dialogic
teaching: the difficulty of achieving a ‘perfect marriage’ between pedagogical form and
content; and the need for students to have opportunities to talk to learn as well as learn to talk.
Discussion of these issues draws on recentresearch into the needs of English as an
Additional Language (EAL) students, and the nature of pedagogical practices designed to
address those needs, to explore the possible contribution of systemic theory. W hile the paper
is written from the perspective of someone more familiar with systemic theory than dialogic
teaching, it highlights points of similarity and difference between the two perspectives in
their approaches to education, and suggests an ongoing dialogue is likely to be mutually

beneficial.
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Introduction

This paper is conceived as a dialogue between dialogic teaching (Alexander 2001, 2008a,

2008b, 2012) and systemic functional linguistics (Christie and M artin 2007; Halliday 1978;

Halliday and M atthiessen 2004, 2014). Itis situated within a substantial body of socio-

cultural research that, in recent years, has focused attention on the role of talk in learning

(Boyd and M arkarian 2011; Mercer, Dawes, and Kleine Staarman 2009; Mercer and Littleton

2007; Myhill 2006; M yhill and W arren 2005; Nystrand 1997, 2006; Skidmore 2006; W ells

1999). A common thread in this work is an emphasis on the importance of dialogic

interaction between teacher and students, where students have opportunities to engage in

extended in-depth exploratory talk about substantial curriculum knowledge. As Nystrand

(1997) and others have argued, there is evidence that opportunities for students to engage in

classroom talk that is characterised by authentic teacher questions, where students’ responses

are incorporated into subsequent questions, and where students are treated as genuine

participants in knowledge construction, have a positive impact on students’ learning. There is

also evidence that opportunities for students to engage in talk that is genuinely exploratory

supports deep learning (M ercer et al. 2009; M yhill 2006). Different researchers have framed

their focus on dialogic interaction within classrooms in slightly different terms: dialogic

inquiry (Wells 1999); dialogic instruction (Nystrand 1997, 2006); dialogic teaching

(Alexander 2008a, 2008b); dialogic pedagogy (Skidmore 2006); dialogic stance (Boyd and

M arkarian 2011). However, as Skidmore (2006, 510) argues ‘what the various dialogic

approaches have in common is awell articulated case for valuing the character of classroom

discourse as one of the most important influences of students” experiences of learning in

schools’. W hat they also have in common, is the argument that opportunities for extended

and in-depth dialogic talk about curriculum concepts play a pivotal role in supporting

students’ thinking and learning, and in opening up genuine opportunities for learning.

Implementation of school programs where classroom discourse could be considered

genuinely dialogic, however, presents significant challenges. A number of researchers point

to the persistence and dominance of restrictive patterns of classroom interaction (M yhill and

W arren 2005; Nystrand 1997), most notably the sequence of Initiation, Response, Feedback

(IRF) exchanges. W hile, as W ells (1999) argues, there isa place in classroom interactions for

IRF sequences, where this is the dominant pattern of classroom discourse, there are limited

opportunities for more dialogic classroom interactions that are likely to support students’

deep learning. As Howe and Abedin (2013, 341) note, a recurring theme in research into



classroom dialogue is that teachers find it extremely difficult to promote exploratory talk in

classrooms.

In this paper | aim to address the role of talk in learning by exploring the possible
contribution of a more linguistic ‘take’ on the notion of dialogic interaction. As a way of
focusing discussion, and in line with the theme of the special focus issue, | frame discussion
of this notion primarily in relation to Alexander’s work on dialogic teaching. | also approach
the topic as someone who has worked over anumber of years with systemic functional theory
and its educational implications. Thus my interpretation of linguistic ‘take’ is very much

shaped by my understandings of systemic linguistics.

Dialogic teaching and system ic theory

There are many points of alignment between dialogic teaching and systemic theory. M ost
obviously, these include the location of talk in social and cultural contexts; the priority
accorded to language in education; a shared emphasis on learning as a social and cultural
construct; and an em phasis on the role of language in mediating learning. Educators working
within the two perspectives relate to similar ‘fellow travellers’ -including Vygotsky (1978)
and neo-Vygotskian theories of leaning (Bruner 1983, 1990) but also those who have worked
with the metaphor of scaffolding (M aybin, Mercer, and Stierer 1992; M ercer 1994; W ells
1999). Proponents also share a deep concern with the impact of education on students’ lives.
Alexander’s work, for example, reveals his very robust engagement with (UK) policy and
curriculum developments and the active political stance he has taken in regard to these
developments. Australian educators working with systemic theory have a similar history of
active engagement with policy and curriculum developments (Christie and M artin 2007;
Derewianka 2011). W hile obviously educational activism is not restricted to systemicists or
to those working with dialogic teaching, their proposals regarding what constitutes positive
interventions have much in common. They share an assumption that education is about more
than facilitating students’ development. As Alexander (2012, 6) writes: education is about
intervening and accelerating development, not merely ‘facilitating’ it, otherwise why do we
need schools. Systemicists engaged for many years in debates around the need for more

active intervention in language and literacy education would strongly agree with these words.

In addition to points of agreement, the two perspectives bring different strengths to a

potential dialogue.



Like other proponents of dialogic approaches, Alexander makes a powerful case for the

importance of talk in learning. He (2008b, p.92) writes:

Of all the tools for cultural and pedagogical intervention in human development and
learning, talk is the most pervasive in its use and powerful in its possibilities. Talk
vitally mediates the cognitive and cultural spaces between adult and child, among
children themselves, between teacher and learner, between society and the individual,
between what the child knows and understands and what he or she has yet to know and
understand. Language notonly manifests thinking but also structures it, and speech
shapes the higher mental processes necessary for so much of the learning that takes
place, or ought to take place at school. ... It follows that one of the principal tasks of
the teacher is to create interactive opportunities and encounters that directly and

appropriately engineer such mediation.

Alexander (2008b, p.10) addresses, notonly the importance of talk, but the importance of
talk that can support students’ developing abilities to think and learn even more effectively
than they do. He (2008a, p.112) argues programs thatinclude such talk, that are dialogic, and
that ‘provide the best chance for children to develop the diverse learning talk repertoire on
which different kinds of thinking and understanding are predicated’, share five characteristics.
Thus dialogic teaching is:
- collective: teachers and children address learning tasks together, whether as a group
or as a class, rather than in isolation;
- reciprocal: teachers and children listen to each other, share ideas and consider
alternative viewpoints;
- supportive: children articulate their ideas freely, without fear of embarrassment over
‘wrong’ answers and they help each other to reach common understandings;
- cumulative: teachers and children build on their own and each others’ ideas and
chain them into coherent lines of thinking and enquiry;
- purposeful: teachers plan and facilitate dialogic teaching with particular educational

goals in view .

W hile there is a strong tradition of analysis of classroom discourse and classroom interaction
within systemics, most noteably through the work of Christie and colleagues (Christie 2002;
Christie and Derewianka 2008), this tradition has tended to prioritise the demands faced by
students in their engagement with curriculum knowledge and in their academic literacy
development. Recent work within systemic theory addresses ways in which classroom talk

mediates educational knowledge, however, the emphasis here lies particularly in the nature of



cumulative knowledge building and curriculum -specific uses of literacy (M artin and M aton

2013). The priority within dialogic teaching that is accorded to talk in learning, and to

articulation of what classrooms would look like that appropriately prioritise talk in learning,

constitutes a significant contribution to a potential dialogue with systemic theory. Conversely,

w hile there is an extensive emphasis on the conduct and ethos and content of classroom talk

within dialogic teaching (Alexander 2008a, p.118), there appears to be relatively little

detailed focus on the nature and demands of different kinds of language interaction. The

emphasis within systemics of close analysis and teaching of academic language and literacy

thus offers a potential contribution to understanding and implementation of dialogic teaching

— for example, in implications of different interactional patterns for ‘coherent lines of

thinking and enquiry’ (Alexander 2008a, p.9) within classrooms, and in implications for

students of greater metalinguistic awareness.

My purpose in this paper is to address ways in which systemic theory might complement

dialogic teaching (and other dialogic approaches). W hile | consider a dialogue between these

perspectives as mutually enriching, as previously indicated, my own perspective is as

someone more familiar with systemic linguistics. In pursuing this purpose, | draw on research

that my colleagues and | completed in recent years that focused on the education of English

as an Additional Language (EAL) students who were beyond the initial and obvious stages of

learning English and who were located in mainstream A wustralian schools (Gibbons 2008;

Hammond 2008, 2014; Hammond and Gibbons 2005). Itwas (and is) our contention that,

w hile many ofthe cognitive and linguistic demands faced by these students may be shared by

their English speaking peers, the double challenge of learning academic English while also

learning through English places special demands on them . Itis also our contention that

pedagogical practices designed to provide students with equitable access to education, while

important for all students, are critical for EAL students. Our research thus prioritised

procedures for planning and implementing programs that were designed to identify and

address EAL students’ needs.

In the paper, I highlight two areas where my colleagues and | specifically drew on our

understandings of systemic theory. In an attemptto engage with the notion of dialogic

interaction, and in particular with dialogic teaching, | have framed my discussion of these

areas in response to specific pedagogical challenges identified by Alexander in his writing

about implementation of dialogic teaching. These are:

- working toward a ‘perfect marriage’ of pedagogical form and content;

- ‘Talking to learn as well as learning to talk’: implications for teaching of and about

language.



In framing the discussion of these areas in response to some of Alexander’s writings, | hope
to promote further interaction between those working with dialogic approaches in education

and those working with educational linguistics.

Toward a marriage of pedagogical form and content

The relationship between pedagogical form and educational content has long been debated in
education. Questions about choice of pedagogical forms thatrequire, for example, whole
class, group and individual participation, and the relationship of these pedagogical forms to
students’ educational achievement, have concerned teachers as well as researchers for many
years (Freeman 2002; Shulman 1987). At issue here is the relationship between what teachers
plan, do and say in classrooms, and the extent and nature of learning that is thereby
facilitated (or not). Atissue also are the kinds of interactions between teacher and students
that become possible within different organizational structures, and the extent to which they
support students’ learning of curriculum content. Further, in his discussion of dialogic
approaches, Skidmore (2006, p.511) argues ‘anumber of major independent investigations
have drawn attention to the manner in which different patterns of classroom talk afforded
different structures of opportunity for students to participate in the construction of know ledge
within the curriculum . In focusing on form and content, we are thus addressing the
relationship between how classroom interactions are planned and organized, whatcurriculum
content and knowledge is being taught; and how that content and knowledge is mediated

through patterns of classroom talk.

In line with other proponents of dialogic approaches, the relationship between pedagogical
form and content is given considerable prominence by Alexander in his writing on the
implementation of dialogic teaching - most notably in his 2008 publications (Alexander
2008a, 2008b). Here he explains that while educational interventions in two major research
sites resulted in positive changes that facilitated more genuine, thoughtful and extended
dialogue, they also raised a number of dilemmas. Some of these dilem mas related to
organizational matters of whole class and group dialogues, others related to changing patterns
of classroom discussion, and some addressed the nature of dialogic talk itself (for example, is
extended talk dialogic talk). But of the various dilem mas, Alexander (2008a, p.50) identified
the relationship between form and content as being the toughest to getright, and of coming

‘to the heart of the challenge of transforming talk from recitation into dialogue’. He (2008a,



p.51) argues ‘of all the dilemmas of dialogic teaching, therefore, we suggest that the ultim ate

one is how to achieve the perfect marriage of pedagogical form and content’.

Alexander (2008a, p.50, and 2008b, p.118) elaborates the challenge of achieving this perfect
marriage in terms of implementation of the five key principles of dialogic teaching. He

(2008a, p.118) writes:

The first three (collectivity, reciprocity and support) are essentially concerned with
the conduct and ethos of classroom talk. The other two (cumulation and

purposefulness) are concerned no less with its content.

He (2008b, p.118) suggests that implementation of the first three principles of collectivity,
reciprocity and support require rethinking of classroom organisation and relationships. That
is they require rethinking of the pedagogical form of classrooms. Outcomes from two
research sites implementing dialogic teaching, he (2008a, p.50) writes, show that by making
talk more collective, reciprocal and supportive, and by setting out rules for speaking and
listening, the conduct and ethos of the classroom can be changed with resulting positive

transform ations in classroom culture and increased confidence of students.

But, he continues:

we must know where talk is going, and do whatis required to lead it there. That
requires we have a clear sense of purpose and a firm grasp of the content to be
covered so that talk isindeed cumulative, rather than just extended. (Alexander

2008a, 50)

The principle of cumulation thus addresses the content and meaning of pedagogy, as opposed
to its dynamics (2008b, p.118). Alexander argues that cumulation is the toughest of the five

principles of dialogic teaching to implement, but also the most important. He writes:

It (cumulation) is rooted no less in the structure and sequencing of subject matter. It
requires aconceptual map of whatis to be taught, the ability to think laterally within
and beyond that map and an appreciation of where children are ‘at’ cognitively and
w hat kind of intervention will scaffold their thinking from present to desired

understanding. (Alexander 2008a, p.50)

Its implementation, writes Alexander (2008b, p.118):



simultaneously makes demands on the teachers’ professional skill, subject

know ledge, and insight into the capacities and currentunderstanding of each of
his/her pupils. ... cumulation requires the teacher to match discourse to the learner
w hile respecting the form and modes of enquiry and validation of the subject being
taught, seeking then to scaffold understandings betw een the child’s and culture’s

ways of making sense. ...

The challenge for teachers that Alexander lays out is substantial. To assist teachers meet this
challenge, he proposes an initial focus on pedagogical form, followed later by a focus on

content. He writes:

If we want to make the transform ation of classroom talk achievable for other than the
most talented teachers, we might concentrate first on getting the ethos and dynam ics
right, that is, making talk collective, reciprocal and supportive. In those classrooms

w here these conditions and qualities are established, we can then attend more closely
to the other two principles. .. We can consider how ideas can not merely be
exchanged in an encouraging and supportive climate but also built upon. (Alexander

2008b, p.119)

Alexander’s proposal to separate an initial focus on pedagogical form from an emphasis on
curriculum content makes intuitive sense. The complexity of the task of implementing
dialogic teaching and, in particular, of implementing the principle of cumulation (that is so
clearly spelled out by Alexander), suggests an initial emphasis on conduct and ethos of
classroom talk would make the task more realistically achievable. It would allow teacher and
students time to explore what it means to make talk more collective, reciprocal and
supportive, and to sort out procedures and rules for facilitating such talk. This work could
then form the basis fora more systematic focus on how talk could contribute to learning that

is both purposeful and cumulative.

Although proposed as a temporary and practical measure, the separation of form and content
raises questions regarding what might constitute a ‘perfect marriage’. Is it pedagogically
useful to separate a focus on form, and in particular a focus on the different kinds of talk that
are possible within different pedagogical forms, from a focus on what that talk is about? As
Alexander (2008b, p.92) himself writes ‘Language notonly manifests thinking but also
structures it, and speech shapes the higher mental processes necessary forso much of the

learning that takes place, or ought to take place at school’. Is there a danger that a focus on



dynamics of classroom talk will become an end in itself? Is there a related danger that
questions about what students are learning, and the extent to which that learning is purposeful
and cumulative, may be postponed or lost? W ould an alternative approach that takes its
departure point as a focus on educational content provide a more constructive way forward?
Could such an approach assist teachers to develop ‘aconceptual map’ of what isto be taught
w hile also providing space to address classroom dynamics and ethos? Could it assist teachers

to address the very real challenges laid out outlined by Alexander?

In seeking to answer such questions, | turn to systemic linguistics. In what follows, | argue
that ways of theorising language within systemic theory have implications for how we might
perceive the relationship between form and content and how we might then work towards

their ‘perfect marriage’.

Contribution of system ictheory toward a ‘marriage’of form and content

Although not immediately connected to questions about the relationship of pedagogical form
and content, | suggest that ways in which we understand language have implications for how
we conceive this relationship, and consequently, how we think about program planning and

teaching.

A pervasive view within education and within society more generally is that language is
simply a system for transmitting information - a neutral technology for encoding and
decoding of messages. As Reddy (1979) pointed out many years ago, this ‘conduit’ view of
language sits com fortably with widely held assum ptions about the nature of language, and
thus, either implicitly or explicitly, it is prevalent in our society. Evidence of this view of
language can be seen in much teaching across the curriculum, where the domain of teaching
in disciplines such as history, science or geography is seen as curriculum ‘content’, and where
the language interactions that are made possible by different pedagogical forms within these
disciplines receive scant, if any, attention. From such a perspective, the separation of
pedagogical form from educational contentis non problematic. The separation of language
teaching and educational content is also seen as non-problematic — the language teacher’s
task to teach the technology of the system (especially in regard to literacy), but the, often
implicit, assum ption is once that technology has been mastered, ideas and inform ation can be
conveyed or transm itted efficiently and accurately and students can get on with the job of

learning curriculum content.
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An alternative way of thinking about language is as social semiotic system (Halliday 1978,
2008). The notion of language as social semiotic has very different implications: as speakers
or writers, we make choices that are centrally involved in constructing, rather than

transm itting, meanings. Further, language itself is seen as a powerful mechanism whereby
social and cultural values and attitudes are constructed, preserved and contested. Far from
being a neutral technology, language is regarded as ideologically loaded. From this
perspective, the role of language in constructing educational knowledge becomes crucial. A
semiotic view of language implies that educational knowledge is a social construct -
constructed in and through the patterns of language interaction that take place in classrooms,
and through the talking, reading and writing with which students engage. Thus pedagogical
forms (and the language interactions that become possible within different pedagogical
forms) cannot be conceived independently of the content about which students talk, read and

write.

Such a view of language underpins systemic linguistics, but it isnotunique to systemic
theory. It has a substantial history in linguistics from Saussure to Halliday and beyond
(Halliday 1978; Halliday and Hasan 1989; Halliday and M atthiessen 2004, 2014; Saussure
1960). It also highlights the role of language in education. As Halliday (1993, p,93) has
argued ‘when children learn language, they are not simply engaging in one kind of learning
among many; rather they are learning the foundation of learning itself’. Such thinking also
informs work in critical literacy (Luke 2004) and multimodality (Unsworth 2011), and is
consistent with understandings within dialogic teaching of language as manifesting and
structuring thinking. However, systemic theory adds a further dimension to understandings of

language as social semiotic.

A key tenet of systemic theory is the argument that there is a system atic and mutually

predictable relationship between form of language and the context in which itoccurs

(Christie and M artin 2007; Eggins 1994; Halliday and M atthiessen 2004, 2014). Via register

theory, proponents argue that as speakers or writers, we make selections from the entire

lexical and gram m atical system of language, but that those selections are constrained by three

major contextual variables of field, tenor and mode. Common glosses of these terms include:
field: what the language is being used to talk or write about; the subject under

discussion;

tenor: the roles and relationships between the language participants (degree of

familiarity; relationships of equality or power;

11



mode: the role language (or other semiotic systems) is playing in the situation; the

channel of communication (spoken, written, multimodal).

Proponents further argue that every time we use language, we make meanings about

something, by representing our experiences of the world (ideational meanings); we make

meanings to someone else, by establishing or reinforcing a relationship with them

(interpersonal meanings); and we make meanings that are relevant in the context in which

they occur (textual meanings) (Eggins 1994; M artin 1992). Contextual variables are linked to

these meanings (or metafunctions) through a relationship of realization. In its simplest form

the relationship of realization can be glossed as ‘expressed by’ (Halliday and Hasan 1989) or

‘resonates with’ (Halliday and M atthiessen 2014). Thus the field of discourse is realized (or

expressed) by ideational meanings; the tenor of discourse by interpersonal meanings and the

mode of discourse by textual meanings. In turn, the three metafunctions are realized through

(or expressed by) specific choices within systems of vocabulary and grammar. Register

theory suggests that when we speak or write we are making three kinds of meanings

simultaneously, and that while itmay be possible, and indeed desirable at times, to

foreground one rather than the others, they cannot be separated in any meaningful way.

This conceptualization, | suggest, has implications for how we think about classroom

interactions, and the relationship between pedagogical form and content. | return to

Alexander’s key principles of dialogic teaching to tease out some of these implications. As

indicated previously, Alexander (2008b) distinguishes collectivity, reciprocity and support,

(concerned with the conduct and ethos of classroom talk) from cumulation and

purposefulness (concerned with educational content). In systemic terms the first three

principles fall within the domain of the interpersonal metafunction, while the last two fall

within the domain of the ideational metafunction. Thus Alexander’s proposal to focus first on

the conduct and ethos of classroom talk can be seen as privileging the interpersonal

metafunction, while postponing the ideational. Systemic theory provides a theoretical basis

for arguing that program planning and implementation would ideally address both at the

same time — thatis, educational content would be addressed at the same time as conduct and

ethos of classroom talk. The theory also provides a theoretical justification, via the textual

metafunction, for a close focus notonly on the role of language in learning, but also on the

nature of language itself — that is it provides a theoretical justification for teaching of and

about language. (This pointis addressed further in the later sections of the paper.)
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If we accept such implications from systemic theory, what would processes of program
planning and implementation look like, and to what extent would such processes address the
very real challenge, outlined by Alexander, of achieving a ‘perfect marriage’ of form and
content? In what follows, | offer an approach to program planning that attem pts to address

these questions.

An alternativeapproach to program planning

To explore the above questions, | turn to research that my colleagues and | were involved
with over a number of years (Gibbons 2008; Hammond 2008, 2014; Hammond and Gibbons
2005). As indicated earlier, the context of our research was concern with the education of
students for whom English was an additional language (EAL students). Our focus was on
students who were beyond the initial stages of English language development, and who were
working in mainstream classes. Such students, while often quite fluent in oral conversational
English, typically required ongoing support in developing academic English (Cummins 2000;
Gibbons 2002). The research itself was located in schools with high proportions of EAL
students. Experienced middle year teachers (Years 5 — 8) in six schools were invited to work
with researchers to plan and implement programs designed to meet the needs of these
students. The research included cycles of professional and theoretical input, collaborative
program planning, documentation and analysis of the impact of programs, and shared
reflection on teaching practices. Documentation of programs involved video recording of
lessons, collection of students’ written texts, and collection of key curriculum and teaching
resources. As indicated, our contention was that equitable education required all students,
including EAL students, to have access to the full curriculum, and that modified or simplified
programs did not serve the needs of any students. Our concern therefore was with the kinds
of pedagogical practices that would enable students to engage fully with key concepts in the
m ainstream curriculum while at the same time providing support for their development of

academic English.

The research was informed by Vygotskian theories of learning (M ercer 1994; Vygotsky
1978; Wells 1999) and by the assum ption that learning, at least initially, occurs primarily in
collaborative social interactions between learners and more knowledgeable others. Itwas also
informed by systemic linguistics. W ithin the research team (of teachers and researchers) there
was broad agreement that learning environments characterised by high challenge and high
support were most likely to promote effective learning, but also recognition that our major

challenge was to articulate what such learning environments looked like in practice. Key

13



questions addressed in the research were: what did teachers need to know in order to plan for

and enact dimensions of high challenge and high support; and what teaching practices were

required in order to implement these dimensions in ways that addressed their EAL students’

needs?

In many ways the research reflected assum ptions similar to those that underpin dialogic

teaching: in the priority accorded to talk in classrooms interaction; in the assum ption that

such talk has the potential to structure and support students’ thinking and understanding; and

in the assum ption that classroom tasks should be selected and sequenced to provide

interactive opportunities that facilitate students’ higher order thinking and engagement with

cognitive development. In terms of program planning, however, it differed in its em phasis on

identification of key curriculum constructs as a starting point.

A lthough the research team agreed on the importance of learning environments that were

characterised by high challenge and high support, the task we faced was how to achieve such

environments. In addressing this task we needed to identify processes for planning and

implementing programs that would provide students with access to key curriculum concepts

w hile also engaging them in deep levels of learning. Our starting point was not just with the

curriculum content to be ‘covered’ (often manifested as descriptions of what students would

do in a program), but with the key learning constructs that teachers wanted students to

engage with. The initial identification of key educational constructs provided a planning

framework whereby scaffolding could be designed-in (Hammond and Gibbons, 2005) to

support students to achieve specific learning purposes. It also enabled us to address and plan

for interpersonal dimensions of classroom interaction in ways that were integrated with

learning of key curriculum constructs, rather than separated from them.

Although our overall planning processes were informed by our understanding of system ic

theory and of the relationship between form and content, we also looked more broadly to

work in curriculum development and in particular to initiatives that have focused in various

ways on the notion of ‘quality teaching” (Newmann and Associates, 1996; Productive

Pedagogies, 2002; Quality Teaching in NSW, 2003). These initiatives share descriptors of

intellectual quality (and what constitutes high challenge) that we found useful, including an

emphasis on key educational concepts; deep understanding of those concepts; and higher

order thinking involving manipulation and transformation of knowledge. W e also worked

with some of the ‘tools’ associated with the quality teaching initiatives — specifically

‘Essential Questions’ and ‘Rich Tasks’. W hile not new, the notion of Essential Questions

offered us was a way of clarifying which key learning constructs students needed to engage

14



with and why (W iggins and M cTighe 2005). They also helped identify the ‘big ideas’ that

were central to understanding curriculum content of specific programs. Rich Tasks are

substantial, and (usually) culminating tasks that require students to draw on understandings

of key curriculum concepts that they have developed over a period of time (for example

during a specific unit of work). They are described in the ‘quality teaching’ literature as

representative of an educational outcome of demonstrable and substantial intellectual and

educational value; they should be problem based, with relevance beyond the school program ;

and they should be recognisable by educators, parents and community stakeholders as being

significant and important (New Basics, 2001).

The Essential Questions and Rich Task developed for an upper primary year 6 Science

program illustrate the nature of these tools. In the Science program students were engaged in

aunitof work on Vision. (See also Hammond, 2014, for discussion of this and other

programs within the research.) Essential Questions and Rich Task in the year 6 Science

program were as follows:

Table 1: Essential Questions and Rich Task in a Year 6 Science program

Essential Questions

Rich Task

Key concepts
- w hat are the basic properties of light
and the relationship of light to
eyesight?
- w hat are the parts and functions of
human and animal eyes
Relevance
- how can an understanding of light
help us understand what itwould be
like to be blind or have a visual
impairment
- w hat ethical issues to do with
blindness and inequalities exist for

visually impaired people?

The task: to undertake group research to
answer the following questions:

- what is the nature and what re the
implications of one type of visual
impairment?

(Procedure: oral explanation to be presented
to your class, followed by written
explanation)

- what are some of the ethical issues
that arise in funding of programs
addressing visual impairment (such
as the Fred Hollows program)?

(Procedure: oral and then written exposition).

Note: The late Fred Hollows established a
foundation which is active in providing cost
effective programs for treating visual

impairments in developing countries.)
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As Table 1 shows, the Essential Questions addressed curriculum concepts related to the unit

topic of Vision, but they also addressed questions about the relevance of this knowledge to

the broader world. By framing educational knowledge as questions, the Science teacher, like

other teachers who participated in the research, was pushed to clarify what she regarded as

key understandings and essential curriculum knowledge in the unit. The Rich Task was then

designed to engage students, and to consolidate their developing understandings of scientific

concepts, including the broader relevance of these concepts to the world beyond school.

The tools of Essential Questions and Rich Tasks enabled teachers, and the researchers

working with them, to identify key curriculum constructs and to design culminating tasks to

support students’ engagement at a deep level of understanding. In Alexander’s (2008b, p.92)

terms, these tools offered the possibility of developing ‘aconceptual map of what isto be

taught’, and a way of clarifying both the purpose of educational programs, and the

curriculum content that was central to those purposes. W hile the tools themselves were not

derived from systemic theory, our decision to work with them was informed by our

understanding of the theory and particularly by our understanding of the text-context

relationship. The tools provided a way of foregrounding the ideational metafunction in the

program planning process, thereby providing a framework that enabled scaffolding to be

designed-in to facilitate cumulative and purposeful learning. This framework thus enabled us

to plan the kind of intervention that would ‘scaffold students’ thinking from present to

desired understandings’ (Alexander 2008a, p.50).

As indicated, the metaphor of scaffolding played an important role in our research. W e found

it resonated with teachers and captured the nature of support we agreed was needed to enable

students, including EAL students, to develop a deep understanding of high challenge

educational concepts. Our understanding of this metaphor was very much shaped by

Vygotskian theories of learning, and by the work of Mercer and others (M aybin etal., 1992;

M ercer, 1994; van Lier, 1996, 2004; Wells, 1999). We therefore understood scaffolding as

involving more knowledgeable others in supporting students to work just beyond their

current capabilities, as being temporary, and as involving handover of responsibility of

learning to students. Like van Lier (2004), we found we needed to distinguish different levels

of scaffolding, thus early in our research we made a distinction between scaffolding that is

‘designed-in’ at the program planning stage, and the more ‘contingent’ scaffolding that is

provided within each lesson and in the momentby moment unfolding of classroom

interactions (Hammond and Gibbons, 2005). In the overall emphasis on scaffolding, our

research was very much in line with the work of Alexander and others (Alexander, 2008a,

2008b; Myhill and W arren, 2005; van Lier, 2004; W ells, 1999) who have similarly looked to
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the metaphor of scaffolding as a way of articulating the kind of support that will enable
students to engage in ‘the higher mental processes necessary for so much of learning”’
(Alexander, 2008b, p.92). Our work differed, however, in its additional em phasis on
scaffolding of students’ language and literacy development as a necessary component of
students’ learning. In systemic terms, it differed in the extent to which it foregrounded the
textual metafunction — through explicit and system atic teaching of language and literacy in

conjunction with the curriculum constructs.

| suggested earlier that resources available within systemic theory for close analysis of
academic language and literacy and of students’ language development offer a potential
contribution to a dialogue with dialogic teaching. To pursue this argument, | turn now to the

second major area of discussion within the paper: talking to learn as well as learning to talk.

‘Talking to learn as well aslearning to talk’: implications for

teaching of and aboutlanguage

As students progress through school, academic language and literacy becomes increasingly
challenging. W hatis involved here isnot justa linear process of acquiring more language,
but rather a functional diversification of students” communicative abilities (Baynham 1993,
p.5). Within the school context, this diversification involves being able to function within,
and move between, what M acken-Horarik (1996, p.236) refers to as dom ains of the everyday,
the specialised and the reflexive. Thatis, itrequires students to be able to move between
their everyday (and primarily spoken) world, and the more specialised domains of form al
school education where language constructs and disseminates knowledge and, whether
spoken or written, where texts are more ‘written-like’ in character. As students move
between these domains, they are required to take up differentroles and relationships, deal
with different kinds of knowledge, move between different registers and also move between

spoken and written modes of language.

From the perspective of systemic linguistics, learning academic language and literacy also
involves learning different ways of meaning. It involves developing understandings of ways
in which registers and genres differ across different curriculum disciplines (Christie and
Derewianka, 2008); itinvolves developing the ability to read texts where information and
arguments are organised in ways that differ from spoken language (Halliday, 1989;

Hammond, 1990); and itinvolves developing insights into the increasingly abstract and
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metaphorical language of academ ic spoken and written texts (Christie and M artin 2007). In
related work, Cummins (2008) has used the terms Basic Interpersonal Communicative Skills
(BICS) and Cognitive Academic Language Proficiency (CALP) to refer to the distinction

between everyday language and the more academic registers of school.

A key component of the functional diversification of academic English is developing control
of what Gibbons (2009, p141) amongst others, refers to as literate talk. Literate talk
introduces educational concepts to students and provides discipline specific ways of talking
about these concepts. Although spoken, itdiffers from everyday spoken language. In science
for example, itintroduces technical vocabulary, but also the gram m ar that will enable
students to engage in scientific ways of thinking and talking about phenomena: of
classifying; of discussing cause and effect; of explaining. Literate talk enables students to
move from everyday understandings and ways of talking about phenomena (lights need
electricity to make them work) to increasingly scientific ways of thinking and talking about
phenomena (under the globe is a concave mirror which reflects the light up to the Fresnel
lens). Literate talk provides an important basis for exploration of educational knowledge. It

also provides a basis for developing control of academ ic literacy.

The notion of literate talk resonates with descriptions of talk in dialogic teaching. The role of
talk in learning and the importance for students of ‘talking to learn as well as learning to talk’
constitute central themes in Alexander’s (2008a, p.26) work. He (2008a, p.9) writes that talk
is ‘arguably the true foundation of learning and that children need to talk and to experience a
rich diet of spoken language in order to think and to learn’. To achieve this rich diet, he

(2008a, p.26) argues for the importance of transforming classroom talk:

from the familiar closed question/answer/feedback routine into purposeful and
productive dialogue where questions answers and feedback progressively build into

coherent and expanding chains of enquiry and understanding.

Key challenges for teachers then are how to provide and promote the right kind of talk, and
how to strengthen the power of talk to help children think and learn more effectively than
they do (Alexander 2008a, p.10). Much subsequent discussion of dialogic teaching is directed
to addressing these challenges and to identifying characteristics within classrooms that are
most likely to provide opportunities for students ‘to develop the diverse learning talk
repertoire on which different kinds of thinking and understanding are predicated” (Alexander

2008a, 112). As indicated earlier, these characteristics are identified as collective, reciprocal,
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supportive, cumulative and purposeful, and classrooms that exhibit these characteristics are

considered to be dialogic.

Dialogic teaching is thus centrally about supporting students’ language development, and in
particular students’ developing abilities with literate talk — the kind of talk necessary for deep
thinking and understanding and for engagement with key curriculum concepts. Itis also
centrally about planning pedagogical interventions to promote such talk. As Alexander
(2008a, p.12) argues ‘children must think for themselves before they truly know and
understand, and ... teaching must provide them with those linguistic opportunities and
encounters which will enable them to do so’. As partof this emphasis on intervention, there
is considerable attention paid to the quality, dynamics and content of talk (2008a, p.23) and
to the importance of teacher talk that includes open and authentic questions, and that

encourages extended in depth discussion and dialogue (2008a, p.15).

A lthough his focus is primarily on the nature of pedagogical interventions likely to prom ote
discussion and dialogue, Alexander also acknowledges the importance of students’ and

teachers’ knowledge about language (KAL) He (2012, p.7) writes, for example:

For pupils, KAL is an essential part of their language curriculum. For teachers itis a
precondition for their teaching English, or using language to teach any subject, with

anything approaching competence.

Recent UK policy on oral language also acknowledges the value for students of developing

m etalinguistic understandings, forexample:

If talk and learning of talk are to be investigated and considered with the rigour that the
written language is, then a metalanguage to describe and define its components should
be useful to teachers and pupils alike. Such a metalanguage and grammar of talk would

enable fruitful discussion and investigations of talk (The National Strategies nd).

In Alexander’s descriptions of dialogic teaching, however there is relatively little emphasis
on the system atic teaching of language, or detail of ways of developing either knowledge
about language or ‘a metalanguage and grammar of talk’ with either teachers or students.
That is, there is little em phasis within dialogic teaching on actual teaching of and about

language, including literate talk.
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From the perspective of systemic theory, this is a significant gap. In addition, there is
consistent evidence in Australia and elsewhere that, while many teachers identify academ ic
language and literacy development as their students’ greatest need, they lack confidence in
their knowledge about language and their ability to teach it (Jones and Chen 2012; M acken-
Horarik, Love, and Unsworth, 2011; W atkins et al., 2013). This is especially the case for
teachers working with EAL students. So what can systemic theory offer in this area and how

might the theory contribute to a dialogue with dialogic teaching?

Contribution of system ictheory: talking to learn and learning to talk

Like dialogic teaching, systemic theory highlights the role of language in mediating the
construction, rather than transmission, of knowledge in classrooms. It differs from dialogic
teaching, however, in the framework and resources it provides for analysis of the language
system itself. As indicated earlier, resources within the theory enable analysis of the
interrelationship between text and context: they provide insights into the ways in which
speakers’ or writers’ language choices are constrained by the contextual variables of field,
tenor and mode. Through notions of genre and register, the theory also enables detailed
analysis of predictable patterns of spoken and written language texts. Such analysis provides
insights into overall text level organization and cohesion, and into the relationship between
rhetorical structures of specific genres and the language choices thatrealise different stages
in the genre. Italso enables insights into the relationship between different levels of
language: including whole text, grammar and vocabulary. Thus through its resources, the
theory can provides insights into the nature of language interactions that occur between
teacher and students, and into the ‘functional diversification’ required of students as they
engage with academic language and literacy. It can thus also contribute to a ‘metalanguage

and grammar of talk’ that is shared between teacher and students.

An important implication of systemic theory is that while specific language choices made by
speakers or writers cannot be predicted, patterns of language features can be predicted, and
therefore can also be taught. For EAL (and other) students in the process of learning
academic English, the implications here are significant — insights into the rhetorical structures
and lexico-gramm atical of patterns of spoken and written educational genres contribute
significantly to students’ abilities to engage with and talk about educational concepts, and
hence contribute directly to students’ educational success. For EAL students, an
understanding of this relationship is especially important. To operate effectively in a second

language, learners need to know more than words and grammar — they must know which
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words and gramm ar are appropriate in different situations. Further, as a number of
researchers have argued, it is impossible to separate the learning of curriculum concepts from
learning the language that enables students to talk, read and write about such concepts
(Coffin, 2006; Schleppegrell, 2004). Indeed, in relation to science, Lemke (1990) has argued
that learning science is learning to talk science — and that the two are inseparable. For EAL
students, opportunities to ‘experience a rich diet of spoken language in order to think and to
learn” (Alexander, 2008a, p.9), while important, are unlikely to be enough to enable them to
develop the level of control of academic English necessary for deep engagement with

curriculum knowledge. More explicit teaching of and about language is required.

So what might a program thatis informed by systemic theory look like? How would explicit
teaching of language be incorporated into cross curriculum programs? To explore these

questions, | return to the example of Year 6 Science program introduced earlier in the paper.

Embedding explicit teaching of language

As indicated, the Year 6 Science program focused on the topic of Vision. As also indicated,
initial planning processes for teachers in the research involved identification of Essential
Questions and Rich Tasks to articulate the high challenge dimension of their programs (in
systemic terms, initial planning foregrounding the ideational metafunction). Planning also
involved analysis of where students ‘were at’, in terms both of their existing curriculum
know ledge in relation to scientific understandings of Vision, and of their relevant language

and literacy abilities.

By first identifying challenge and needs, the year 6 teacher, like others in the research, was
well positioned to design-in opportunities for students to develop the knowledge, skills and
academic language necessary for them to talk, read and write about the scientific concepts
central to the uniton Vision. The process assisted her to take account of students’ existing
knowledge and abilities, and to plan sequences of lessons and tasks to address their needs,
including language needs, while also building knowledge of relevant scientific concepts. In
Alexander’s terms, this process assisted teachers to ‘scaffold students’ thinking from present

to desired understandings’ (Alexander 2008a, p.50).

Tasks selected for the Year 6 Science unitincluded: (for brevity not all unit tasks are
included here).
. hands-on experiments and simulations of visual impairments

. oral reconstruction of procedures and outcomes from experiments
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. library research about specific visual impairments;

. preparation for oral explanations of visual impairment

. presentations of oral explanations (Part 1 of Rich Task)

. negotiation to prepare questions for forthcoming visiting speaker

. review of structure and language features of genre of explanation
. drafting of written explanation of specific visual impairment
. completion of written explanation (Part 2 of Rich Task)

In them selves, individual tasks within the Science program were notunusual (such tasks
would likely be found in many science programs for young students). Their greater
significance lay in the way they were selected and sequenced within and between lessons to
build students” understanding of relevant scientific concepts, while at the same time to
building their knowledge of language and literacy. W ithin the program, for example, the
inclusion of hands-on science experiments early in the unit introduced key scientific concepts
— of transparent, translucent and opaque m aterials; convex and concave lens; and simulations
of various visual impairments — concepts that were central to the unit. The experiments thus
established a basis of shared scientific knowledge and talk that was builtupon in subsequent
tasks. W hile final tasks required students to engage in extended and independent scientific
writing, prior tasks provided a basis for consolidating and extending students’ understanding
of the concepts and of their abilities to engage in the literate talk necessary for such

engagement.

Explicit teaching of academ ic language and literacy was embedded with the teaching of
curriculum content. Table 2 sum m arises the relationship within the program between
individual tasks and language teaching. (For brevity, only asample of the unit tasks is

included in the Table.)

Table 2: Year 6 Science program: Tasks and teaching of language and literacy

Classroom task Language use and teaching of language

(im plicit and explicit)

Science experiments: language accom panying action;
context embedded task; peer interactions; teacher modelling of new scientific
physical manipulation of vocabulary (+ reference to wallcharts that listed and

objects; proforma to support explained scientific terms); teacher mediation of written
brief written notes responses to proform a

Group work

Oral reconstruction of language used to reconstruct processes and outcomes of
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procedures and outcomes of
experiments
W hole class activity with

individual contributions

experiments; wall charts with definitions of key scientific
terms;

teacher mediation to support students’ oral reconstructions;
modelling of gram m ar of cause and effect in sentences +

subsequent explicit focus on gram m ar of cause and effect

Library research: books,
videos, internet; reading
inform ation about specific
visual impairments;

W hole class and group work

librarian and students discussion of research skills of
finding specific inform ation; skimming and scanning;
reading for detail;

peer discussion and agreement on key points; summ ary

notes supported by proforma

Preparing oral explanations
of visual impairment
Consolidating
understanding of selected
visual impairment;
organisation of inform ation
in preparation for oral
presentations

Group discussions with

teacher support

reminder of grammar of cause and effect; reminder of text
structure and language features of oral presentations
(including reference to a wall chart that sum m arised these

features)

Presentation of oral
explanations to class —
involving extended
explanations of visual
impairment

Group presentations

furtherreview of structure and language features of oral
explanations (through whole class analysis of strengths and
any possible arecas for improvement of students’ group

presentations)

N egotiation of questions for
forthcoming visiting
speaker (who had a visual
impairment);

group negotiation then,
whole class agreement on

questions

teacher input on structure of questions; discussion of
appropriate level of politeness (tenor), and of required

language choices

As Table 2 shows, the teaching of language was woven through the program and addressed,

as relevant, different levels of text organisation (structure and language features of oral

explanations, and subsequently written explanations); gramm ar (structure of sentences of

cause and effect); and vocabulary (technical terms of concave, convex, transparent,

translucent. opaque, macular degeneration). It also addressed research strategies of skimming,

scanning, reading for gist and detail; strategies for locating inform ation through use of table

of contents, index, internet searches. Other programs within the research included teaching of
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language that similarly ranged across different levels: of text organisation, cohesion,
paragraph structure; sentence grammar, vocabulary and spelling; as well as strategies for

reading and researching as relevant.

W ithin the Science program, the major teaching focus primarily addressed science concepts,
but at certain times and for specific purposes, the ‘teaching lens’ shifted to language (and the
teaching of aspects of gramm ar, vocabulary, text structure) before returning again to science.
In this way, within the Science program, students were supported to learn the language that
was necessary for them to engage with the science concepts. Thus while the organisation and
form of program tasks enabled and facilitated certain kinds of oral interactions, the additional
emphasis on teaching about language focused students’ attention on the role of language
itself. Outcomes from the research indicate that explicit teaching of language supported
students’ appropriation of scientific terminology and their abilities to engage in extended
discussion of scientific phenomenon. They were thus better placed to talk science (Lemke,
1990) and to engage intellectually with scientific concepts. Their increasing metalinguistic
awareness meant they were also better placed to understand the role of language in learning

and to reflect on their own and others’ use of language.

| argued earlier, that the majority of school students are likely to benefit from the kind of
focus on language that was evident in the Science program (and other research classrooms).
However, for the EAL students, such teaching was crucial. W hile opportunities to engage in
extended and dialogic talk are necessary for learning, for these students such opportunities
are not sufficient. As Cummins and others have argued, EAL students are likely to require
around five to seven years to achieve levels of competence in academic English that are
equivalent to their English speaking peers (Cummins, 2000, 2008). If educational programs
are to assist students to address that gap, then they must provide interventions that explicitly
support and guide students in their development of academic English. I suggest the
theoretical framework and resources available within systemic theory can facilitate such
support. They can therefore complement the very important emphasis in dialogic teaching on

the role of talk in mediating learning.

Conclusions

My purpose in this paper has been to promote dialogue between dialogic approaches in

education and educational linguistics. To this end, | have explored the possible intersection
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between Alexander’s notion of dialogic teaching and system ic linguistics. W hile | have

argued that these two perspectives are mutually enriching, my approach in the paper has been

as one who is more familiar with systemic theory, and hence it has primarily focused on ways

in which systemic theory might complement dialogic teaching.

Discussion in the paper has addressed two pedagogical challenges identified by Alexander in

his writing on dialogic teaching:

- working toward a perfect marriage of pedagogical form and content, and

- talking to learn as well as learning to talk.

In addressing the first of these challenges, the marriage of form and content, | have suggested

that conceptualisations within systemic theory of language as semiotic system where

speakers and writers are seen as constructing (rather than transmitting) meanings; and where,

as speakers or writers, we simultaneously construct ideational, interpersonal and textual

meanings, have implications for how we understand the relationship between pedagogical

form and content. From this perspective, Alexander’s proposal (although temporary) to

separate the conduct and ethos of classroom interaction (the interpersonal metafunction) from

educational content (the ideational metafunction) seem s flawed.

W hile agreeing with the nature of the challenge outlined by Alexander, | have proposed an

alternative approach to program planning — one that draws both on systemic theory and

Vygotskian theories of learning - in an attempt to reframe the complex relationship between

pedagogical form and content. | have proposed program planning processes that begin, in

systemic terms, by foregrounding the ideational metafunction, to focus on educational

content in ways that both challenge and support students. In Alexander’s terms, such

processes begin with a conceptual map of whatis to be taught, and involve analysis of

curriculum demands and needs of student; they also involve identification of key curriculum

constructs, and planning of high challenge tasks to ensure deep levels of student engagement.

| have argued that such processes can provide a framework whereby classroom talk can be

directed towards specific educational ends and towards specific purposes for learning — that

is, where classroom talk can be ‘cumulative, rather than just extended’ (Alexander, 2008a,

p.50), and where scaffolding can be designed-in to support students thinking from ‘present to

desired understanding ’.

Alexander’s second challenge: the importance for students of talking to learn while also

learning to talk goes to the heart of his proposals for dialogic teaching. He prioritises the

need for students to talk and to experience ‘a rich diet of spoken language in order to think
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and to learn’ (Alexander, 2008a, p.9); and ‘to develop the diverse learning talk repertoire on

which different kinds of thinking and understanding are predicated” (Alexander, 2008a, p.12).

From the perspective of systemic theory, such priorities are totally justified, and are
consistent with theoretical understandings regarding the role of language in mediating
learning in educational contexts. However, within dialogic teaching, the major emphasis is on
the nature of interventions that provide opportunities for students to engage in interactions
that are exploratory and dialogic and that build into ‘coherent and expanding chains of
enquiry and understanding’ (Alexander, 2008a, p. 26). That is, the emphasis is primarily on
talking to learn. Educators working with systemic theory would argue that, despite the
importance of opportunities for talking to learn, these are not sufficient to ensure that
students will learn to talk, and in particular will learn the ‘literate talk’ necessary to enable
them to engage in substantial dialogic talk about educational knowledge. Those who draw on
systemic theory prioritise learning to talk, and learning about academic language and literacy,
in different curriculum programs to a far greater extent than is evident in descriptions of

dialogic teaching.

I have argued that the resources available in systemic linguistics enable analysis of students’
needs and curriculum demands, and also provide insights into ways in which teaching of and
about language can be incorporated into programs. | have also argued that the framework
provided by an initial focus on the ideational metafunction, enables scaffolding that includes
explicit and system atic teaching of language and literacy to be designed-in in response to

specific purposes for learning.

| have attem pted to ground discussion of the two challenges posed by Alexander through
reference to research that my colleagues and | conducted into the needs of EAL students and
the pedagogical practices designed to support them, and | have drawn, in particular, on an
example from an upper primary Science program in the discussion. In many ways the
Science program described in the paper is consistent with Alexanders’ description of dialogic
teaching classrooms. The overall design of the program that took account of students’
abilities and needs as well as curriculum demands, that both challenged and supported
students, and that selected and sequenced tasks in ways that enabled extended classroom
interaction, 1 suggest, provided a plan where learning could be cumulative and purposeful.
Through its design, and through its emphasis on constructive group participation, learning
could also be collective, reciprocal and supportive. Thus, the features described in the

Science program would seem to be consistent with Alexanders’ descriptions of dialogic
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teaching classrooms that address both ethos and content of the classroom interactions.
However, that the program differed from dialogic teaching in two important ways:

- in its initial planning processes and in the resulting conceptual framework that
shaped selection and sequencing of tasks within the program (with implications for
ways in which intellectual challenge was conceived in the program); and

- in the nature and extent of teaching of and about language that was embedded with
the teaching of science (with implications for the nature of support that was available

to students).

W hile, as indicated, the paper has primarily proposed ways in which systemic theory might
complement dialogic teaching, itis important to highlight the potential contribution of
dialogic teaching (and other approaches to dialogic interaction in classrooms) to sy stemic
theory and to educational linguistics more generally. This contribution lies most obviously in
the priority accorded to classroom talk and to the relationship between students’ access to
particular kinds of classroom talk and their educational outcomes — areas that to date have
been under-researched from a systemic perspective. As | have attempted to argue, an ongoing
dialogue between dialogic approaches to education and educational linguistics in relation to
the role of talk in learning is likely to prove mutually enriching. The discussion in this paper,
that has addressed challenges posed by Alexander regarding the marriage of form and content
and of the need for students to talk to learn as well as learn to talk, represents one attempt to

contribute to such a dialogue.
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