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Overview 

An academic conversation goes beyond casual conversation. The goal is for the participants to reach a new understanding 

of a school topic through the use of specific conversational skills. Each partner must listen and speak, elaborate, clarify, 

challenge, paraphrase, and summarize what his/her partner says, and determine the outcome of the conversation.  

 

This workshop will offer participants a chance to try new ways of talking about academic topics, and build those 

strategies into their lessons. 

 

Based on Academic Conversations: Classroom Talk that Fosters Critical Thinking and Content Understandings  by Jeff 

Zwiers & Maria Crawford. Stenhouse, 2011. 

  

 

 

Participant Goals 

 
 Through participating in Fostering a Verbal Environment: Deeper Learning through 

Interactive Practice participants will: 

 

 

 learn and be able to train students to use a variety of conversational skills 

 be able to explore academic topics using a variety of conversational skills. 

 increase achievement through the use of improved conversational skills. 

 apply improved conversational skills to their writing. 
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An academic conversation goes beyond casual 
conversation. The goal is for the participants 
to reach a new understanding of a school 
topic through the use of specific 
conversational skills. Each partner must listen 
and speak, elaborate, clarify, challenge, 
paraphrase, and summarize what his/her 
partner says, and determine the outcome of 
the conversation.

 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

 ELLs benefit from Big 5 reading instruction, more 
so in word-level skills.

 Text level skills – comprehension and writing –
are closely aligned with oral language 
development.

 Focus on systematic  high quality vocabulary 
instruction

 MAJOR THEME: “The importance of intensive, 
interactive language development instruction for 
all English learners. This instruction needs to 
focus on developing academic language.”

August & Shanahan (2006) and Gertsen et al (2007) in Honigsfeld & 
Dove (2010)   

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

PowerPoint Slides 
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Teaching Academic Content and Literacy to English 
Learners in Elementary and Middle School  April 2014

 Recommendation 1 Teach a set of academic vocabulary 
words intensively across several days using a variety of 
instructional activities. 

 Recommendation 2 Integrate oral and written English 
language instruction into content-area teaching. 

 Recommendation 3 Provide regular, structured 
opportunities to develop written language skills. 

 Recommendation 4 Provide small-group instructional 
intervention to students struggling in areas of literacy and 
English language development. 

 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

 All students have common information
◦ Read a text
◦ Heard a read aloud

 Practice one skill at a time, build on them
 Facilitator
◦ Be as quiet as possible
◦ Avoid “rescuing” – providing a word or idea for a student
◦ Model the skill frames
◦ In early stages, pause for progress checks on the 

conversation goals – which skills used, etc.

 Mini-lessons
◦ Teacher model
◦ Student pairs model with coaching

 Make a Conversation Poster
◦ see Teaching ideas, Questions, Answers

 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

 Effective conversations
 Both partners talk
 Critical and creative thinking
 Welcome controversy and conflict
 Follow norms
 Share knowledge and skills
 Provide choice and ownership

 Planning
 Teach/OK moves
 Set chunks
 Write questions
 How will you assess?

 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 
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 We listen to each other

 We share our own ideas and explain them

 We respect another’s ideas, even if they are 
different

 We let others finish explaining an idea 
without interrupting

 We take turns and share air time

 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

Questions ask for specific information. Try these:

 Can you elaborate on…?
 What do you mean by…?
 Can you tell me more about…?
 What makes you think that?
 Can you clarify the part about …?
 Can you be more specific?
 How so?
 How/Why is that important?
 I wonder if …?
 I’m a little confused about the part…

 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 
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___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

“Leaf” questions are “above ground”, literal 
comprehension knowledge level
◦ Answer is in the text

“Root” questions are “buried”, higher order 
thinking questions
◦ Information leading to the answer is in the text, but 

not the exact answer

 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 
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 Level 3: Apply information
◦ Evaluate, judge, generalize, predict, 

hypothesize, imagine, speculate, forecast

 Level 2: Process information
◦ Compare, contrast, sort, infer, analyze, 

classify, explain

 Level 1: Gather information
◦ Complete, identify, recite, define, list, select, 

describe, observe

 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

 The Hunt for Deep Ideas. What makes you stop 
& think? Write quotations on cards.

 Plan the conversation on an organizer

 Evaluate the support (quality) of examples on a 
continuum:

Idea Example

The Red Sox are a great team. They won the World Series eight 
times. (1903, 1912, 1915, 1916, 
1918,2004,2007, 2013)

They have 74 players in the Hall
of Fame.

IDEA

Weak support Med Support Strong 
support  

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 
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 Can you give me an example from the text?

 Can you show me where it says that?

 What is a real-world example?

 What is the evidence for that?

 Why do you say that?

 Such as?

 Like what?

 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 
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___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 
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 Listeners set aside their own thinking

 Listeners tell as much of what they heard as 
possible

 Listeners question the speaker for 
clarification

 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

 So, you are saying that…

 Let me see if I understand you.

 In other words, …

 What I’m hearing is…

 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 
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___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 
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___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 
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 What have we discussed so far?

 How can we bring this all together?

 What can we agree on?

 What are the main points?

 What was the original question?

 We can say that…

 The main point seems to be…

 How does this sound?

 We think we should…

 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 



 

 

Academic Conversation 15 

 

CCSS 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Students take on more responsibility to deepen the 
conversations:

 Whole Brain Teaching: Teach/OK
 Pairs invite singletons to join them

 Pairs change

 If one pair member won’t talk, other member 
may join another pair

 Each pair monitors itself – point value (eventually)
◦ Baseline and improvement data

 Students monitor conversations with checklists

 Recognition for great conversations

 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 

___________________________________ 
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CCSS ELA Speaking & Listening Standards Grade 8 

 

1. Engage effectively in a range of collaborative discussions (one-on-one, in groups, teacher-led) with 
diverse partners on grade 8 topics, texts, and issues, building on others’ ideas and expressing their own 
clearly. 

a. Come to discussions prepared, having read or researched material under study; 
explicitly draw on that preparation by referring to evidence on the topic, text, or 
issue to probe and reflect on ideas under discussion. 

b. Follow rules for collegial discussions and decision-making, track progress toward 
specific goals and deadlines, and define individual roles as needed. 

c. Pose questions that connect the ideas of several speakers and respond to others’ 
questions and comments with relevant evidence, observations, and ideas. 

d. Acknowledge new information expressed by others, and, when warranted, qualify or 
justify their own views in light of the evidence presented. 

2. Analyze the purpose of information presented in diverse media and formats (e.g., visually, 
quantitatively, orally) and evaluate the motives (e.g., social, commercial, political) behind its 
presentation. 

3. Delineate a speaker’s argument and specific claims, evaluating the soundness and sufficiency of the 
evidence and identifying when irrelevant evidence is introduced. 
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CCSS ELA Speaking & Listening Standards Grade 9-10 

Comprehension and Collaboration 

1. Initiate and participate effectively in a range of collaborative discussions (one- on-one, in groups, and teacher-
led) with diverse partners on grades 11–12 topics, texts, and issues, building on others’ ideas and expressing 
their own clearly and persuasively. 

a. Come to discussions prepared, having read or researched material under study; explicitly draw on that 
preparation by referring to evidence on the topic, text, or issue stimulate a thoughtful, well- reasoned 
exchange of ideas. 

b. Work with peers to set rules for collegial discussions and decision-making (e.g., informal consensus, 
taking votes on key issues, presentation of alternate views), clear goals and deadlines, and individual 
roles as needed. 

c. Propel conversations by posing and responding to questions that relate the current discussion to 
broader themes or larger ideas; actively incorporate others into the discussion; and clarify, verify, or 
challenge ideas and conclusions. 

d. Respond thoughtfully to diverse perspectives, summarize points of agreement and disagreement, and, 
when warranted, qualify or justify their own views and understanding and make new connections in 
light of the evidence and reasoning presented. 

2. Integrate multiple sources of information presented in diverse media or formats (e.g., visually, quantitatively, 
orally) evaluating the credibility and accuracy of each source. 

3. Evaluate a speaker’s point of view, reasoning, and use of evidence and rhetoric, identifying any fallacious 
reasoning or exaggerated or distorted evidence. 

 

CCSS ELA Speaking & Listening Standards Grade 11-12 

Comprehension and Collaboration 

1. Initiate and participate effectively in a range of collaborative discussions (one- on-one, in groups, and teacher-
led) with diverse partners on grades 11–12 topics, texts, and issues, building on others’ ideas and expressing 
their own clearly and persuasively. 

a. Come to discussions prepared, having read or researched material under study; explicitly draw on that 
preparation by referring to evidence on the topic, text, or issue stimulate a thoughtful, well- reasoned 
exchange of ideas. 

b. Work with peers to promote civil, democratic discussions and decision- making, set clear goals and 
deadlines, and establish individual roles as needed 

c. Propel conversations by posing and responding to questions that probe reasoning and evidence; ensure 
a hearing for a full range of positions on a topic or issue; clarify, verify, or challenge ideas and 
conclusions; and promote divergent and creative perspectives. 

d. Respond thoughtfully to diverse perspectives; synthesize comments, claims, and evidence made on all 
sides of an issue; resolve contradictions when possible; and determine what additional information or 
research is required to deepen the investigation or complete the task. 

2. Integrate multiple sources of information presented in diverse formats and media (e.g., visually, quantitatively, 
orally) in order to make informed decisions and solve problems, evaluating the credibility and accuracy of each 
source and noting any discrepancies among the data. 

3. Evaluate a speaker’s point of view, reasoning, and use of evidence and rhetoric, assessing the stance, premises, 
links among ideas, word choice, points of emphasis, and tone used. 
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English Language Proficiency (ELP) Standards 

An ELL can… 

  

1 
construct meaning from oral presentations and literary and informational 
text through grade-appropriate listening, reading, and viewing 

 

 
2 

participate in grade-appropriate oral and written exchanges of information, 
ideas, and analyses, responding to peer, audience, or reader comments and 
questions 

 

3 
speak and write about grade-appropriate complex literary and 
informational texts and topics 

 

4 
construct grade-appropriate oral and written claims and support them with 
reasoning and evidence 

 

 
5 

conduct research and evaluate and communicate findings to answer 
questions or solve problems 

 

6 analyze and critique the arguments of others orally and in writing 
 

7 
adapt language choices to purpose, task, and audience when speaking and 
writing 

 

8 
determine the meaning of words and phrases in oral presentations and 
literary and informational text 

 

9 create clear and coherent grade-appropriate speech and text 
 

 
10 

make accurate use of standard English to communicate in grade-
appropriate speech and writing 
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DOK Question Stems 

From Depth of Knowledge – Descriptors, Examples and Question Stems for Increasing Depth of Knowledge in the Classroom Developed by 

Dr. Norman Webb and Flip Chart developed by Myra 
Collins 

DOK 1 

 Can you recall ? 

 When did happen? 

 Who was ? 

 How can you recognize ? 

 What is ? 

 How can you find the meaning of ? 

 Can you recall ? 

 Can you select ? 

 How would you write ? 

 What might you include on a list 

about ? 

 Who discovered ? 

 What is the formula for ? 

 Can you identify ? 

 How would you describe ? 

DOK 2 

 Can you explain how affected ? 

 How would you apply what you learned to 

develop ? 

 How would you compare ? 
Contrast ? 

 How would you classify ? 

 How are alike? Different? 

 How would you classify the type of ? 

 What can you say about ? 

 How would you summarize ? 

 How would you summarize ? 

 What steps are needed to edit ? 

 When would you use an outline to ? 

 How would you estimate ? 

 How could you organize ? 

 What would you use to classify ? 

 What do you notice about ? 

DOK 3 

 How is related to ? 

 What conclusions can you draw ? 

 How would you adapt to create a 

different ? 

 How would you test_ ? 

 Can you predict the outcome if ? 

 What is the best answer? Why? 

 What conclusion can be drawn from 
these three texts? 

 What is your interpretation of this text? 
Support your rationale. 

 How would you describe the sequence of
? 

 What facts would you select to 
support ? 

 Can you elaborate on the reason ? 

 What would happen if ? 

 Can you formulate a theory for ? 

 How would you test_  ? 

 Can you elaborate on the reason ? 

DOK 4 

 Write a thesis, drawing conclusions from 

multiple sources. 

 Design and conduct an experiment. Gather 

information to develop alternative 

explanations for the results of an 

experiment. 

 Write a research paper on a topic. 

 Apply information from one text to 
another text to develop a persuasive 

argument. 

 What information can you gather to 

support your idea about ? 

 DOK 4 would most likely be the writing of a 

research paper or applying information from 

one text to another text to develop a 

persuasive argument. 

 DOK 4 requires time for extended 
thinking. 
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Asteroids and Us   (Support Ideas with Examples) 

By Bill Nye | Published: February 15, 2013 – 4:00 pm 

My O my, wow… the 7,000-ton meteor over the Chelyabinsk region slammed into our atmosphere at 15,000 km per hour 

(33,000 miles an hour). Witnesses could see the flash of light 500 kilometers away. It was probably 15-meters (50 feet) 

across. When these things hit the atmosphere they just blow up. It’s not combustion, at least at first; it’s a rock slamming 

into something air so hard, that it disintegrates. Its energy becomes a pressure wave, a shock. This is to say, the molecules 

in the air get slammed into moving faster than their natural speed (at a given temperature). They form a shock wave 

turning the rock’s energy of motion into a wave of pressure and the energy of heat…in an instant. The pressure wave 

blasted windows and doors. The flying glass and falling building material injured over a thousand people— in an instant. 

The heat combined with atmospheric oxygen incinerated most of the rock— in a few moments. Rock hounds and 

scientists will no doubt scour the area for meteorites and for clues. The more we learn about these things the better, 

because it sure could happen again. 

On top of the drama, what a remarkable phenomenon it was in Russia on the eve of the flyby of Asteroid 2012 DA14, 

which was discovered by astronomers funded in part by The Planetary Society http://planetary.org. This asteroid is 

somewhat larger at 45-meters, and it missed us completely, but wow is there a lesson to be learned for all of us humans. 

When I was in 2nd grade, our teacher, Mrs. McGonagle told us that the reason the ancient dinosaurs went extinct was that 

their brains were small. This enabled mice and rabbits to take all of the dinosaurs’ food, so the dinosaurs died out. To her 

credit, Mrs. McGonagle knew this theory was fraught with difficulties (lame). She showed us pictures in a book, shrugged 

her shoulders and pressed on. It seemed clear to everyone in the room that somebody like a titanosaurus would have little 

difficulty with mice or rabbits, except that they wouldn’t make much of a hors d’oeuvre, let alone a snack or light meal. 

Such a dinosaur would crush such a mammal like a penny on the railroad track (paper thin— I’ve tried it). 

So, in my lifetime a much more plausible theory came to be, when geologists looking for oil around the Gulf of Mexico 

with magnetometers discovered an enormous sub-ocean ring of shocked rock— a crater long about 1983. Scientists soon 

inferred that the ring is an impact crater. It’s off the coast near Chixalub, Mexico. Looking further and farther, geologists 

like Walter Alvarez realized that there is a layer of the unusual element iridium buried at the same geologic depth all over 

the world. Iridium is atomic number 77. It’s heavy; its atomic mass is 192. So when the Earth was formed from molten 

rock, the iridium sank to the middle. To get iridium in a nice layer near the top of the Earth’s crust took an impactor— a 

hurtling asteroid with primordial iridium got its guts blasted worldwide. The ejecta were spread in a circle wider than the 

Earth’s diameter. Phew… 

Asteroid 2012 DA14 is not nearly as big— not even close. But there’s a lesson for all of us. It’s about the same size as the 

impactor that smacked into the atmosphere above Tunguska, Siberia in June 1908. In other words, if an asteroid the size 

of 2012 DA14 (about 45 meters across) were to hit the atmosphere over Paris, that would be the end of Paris as we know 

it. 

A feature of these impacts that I still find remarkable is that at the speeds these things are moving relative to the Earth, the 

atmosphere acts virtually like a solid. It’s akin to the stories I heard often as a kid. If you jump off a high bridge into 

water, you won’t fare very well, because at that speed, water acts like concrete.  Yikes. The same was apparently true for 

the Tunguska object and our air. The same will be true for the next one— unless we do something about it. 

The key to doing something is to find them. The Planetary Society funded some very skilled diligent astronomers in La 

Sagra, Spain, who used the money we supplied them to acquire a very sophisticated high-speed camera for their 

telescopes. They found this object. It’s through the support of our 30,000+ members around the world that these 

researchers came across a hurtling bit of primordial rock that could cause us tremendous harm. It’s frightening, but it’s 

also wonderfully exciting. We are the first generations of humans who can do something about an asteroid or comet 

http://www.billnye.com/asteroids-and-us-2/
http://www.billnye.com/author/christines353568/
http://planetary.org/
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impact. We have learned enough about the cosmos and our place in space that we can understand the danger and make a 

plan. 

Among our projects at The Planetary Society is a scheme to use a network or squadron of laser-bearing spacecraft to 

ablate or cook the surface of an asteroid so that we change its velocity just a little, a few millimeters per second. That way, 

it would cross the Earth’s orbit when we’re not there. Other ideas include a massive spacecraft with enough gravity to 

gently tug an asteroid off its course. Or, we could just smash into an object with a smasher rocket (a kinetic transfer 

vehicle). It’s the stuff of science fiction, but it’s real. 

The Chelyablinsk along with Asteroid 2012 AD14, should serve as a warning. The small one wrought small havoc. The 

big one is going to miss— this time. But, there are about 100,000 more out there crossing the Earth’s orbit, and we don’t 

know where they are. Some day in the not too distant future we humans are going to have to do something about one of 

these things. At the end of the original movie “The Thing,” the journalist warns us: “Keep watching the skies…” It’s good 

advice, because our Solar System is a cosmic shooting gallery. Sooner or later, we’ll be a sitting duck. 

       

Support your ideas with examples from the text. 

Describe aspects of how asteroids cause damage on Earth.  

What are some of the things being done to prevent an asteroid from smashing into Earth? 

How serious does Bill Nye think this threat is? 

Bonus: In your opinion, how does this threat rank with other environmental or political problems? 
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Conversation Counter 
 

My Name ________________________ 

 

Partner’s Name___________________ 

 

Date____________________________________ 

 Place a tally mark next to each talk 
move your partner completes. 

 Asked a question 

 Answered a question. 

 Explained his/her 
thinking. 

 Asked you to elaborate 
or clarify your thinking. 

 Added on to your 
thinking. 

 Supported his/her 
idea(s) with evidence. 

 Respectfully agreed or 
disagreed with your 
thinking. 

  

Conversation Counter 
 

My Name _______ ________________ 

 

Partner’s Name___________________ 

 

Date____________________________________ 

 Place a tally mark next to each talk 
move you complete. 

 Asked a question 

 Answered a question. 

 Explained your 
thinking. 

 Asked your partner to 
elaborate or clarify 
their thinking. 

 Added on to your 
partner’s thinking. 

 Supported your idea(s) 
with evidence. 

 Respectfully agreed or 
disagreed with your 
partner’s thinking. 
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