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How can teachers guide classroom
conversations to support students’
science learning?

What Is The Issue?
Teachers need ways to encourage opportunities for
all learners to engage routinely in sensemaking talk.
Teachers can also use student talk to learn about
student ideas and thinking. However, it is often
challenging to facilitate productive conversations,
especially with students who are not accustomed to
talking in their science classes. Teachers can use tools
to scafold student science talk. They can then refect
on what they have learned from students to inform
next steps in their instruction.
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WHY IT MATTERS TO YOU
Teachers should learn strategies
for asking questions, responding to
student thinking, and scafolding
student conversations in an efort to
broaden equitable opportunities for
students to engage in classroom talk.
District Staf & PD Providers should
work with teachers to support and
refect on classroom conversations.
School Leaders should learn the ways
talk can be organized to foster science
learning opportunities for students and
support teachers in orchestrating such
conversations.
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Things To Consider
• Chapter 11 from the NRC Framework outlines a vision for quality
science education for every student. Classroom talk fosters shifts in
participation, and, as a result, opens opportunities for learning in the
science classroom. Student talk also helps educators consider how to
connect young people’s everyday languages with language common
in the scientifc community.
• Strategies for fostering classroom talk are important for facilitating
sensemaking in the classroom. Engaging students in science
classroom talk makes student thinking public and available for
discussion, clarifes ideas, deepens reasoning, and helps students
relate their thinking to others’ ideas (see related research). Students
should engage in talk as they participate in each of the science and
engineering practices of the NRC Framework vision.
• Teachers can engage in informal formative assessment by engaging
students in classroom talk which involves eliciting, recognizing, and
attending to student ideas during classroom talk.

Recommended Actions You Can Take
• Center your instruction around the idea that the person doing the
talking is the person doing the learning. Use whole class discussion
sparingly. Focus more on scafolding small group discussion.
• Use our Talk Resource Tools to foster shifts in science classroom
talk practices: The Talk Resource Cards and Partner Conversational
Supports expand productive classroom talk during conversations,
while the Pre- and Post-Talk Writing Supports can be used to bookend
classroom conversations to improve students’ sensemaking and
science communication practices.
Idea Coaching to Clarify and Explain Our Ideas

Classroom Talk Prewrite, Notes, and Post-Write
Name:

Talk Resource Card

Create: Prompt Starters

I think

because...

Evidence that supports my argument is...

Prompt Starters
•
•
•
•
•
•

I’m explaining my ideas. I can use
these phrases:

What is your idea?
How can we combine these ideas?
What do we need to do?
What are other points of view?
What do you think about...?
Why...? How...? I wonder...?

I think this is supporting evidence because...
I think this relates to the scientifc idea of...
Give an analogy or metaphor that relates to
your idea.

I’m idea coaching. I can use these phrases
to help the other person clarify and
explain their ideas.

Teacher:

Class Period:

Question:

Before talking about this question/prompt with my classmates, I think the answer is:

Say more about that.
Can you give me an example of why you
think that?
Could you explain more about

?

What do you mean when you say
?
I heard you say
that based on?

Use this space to write down any ideas or that
came up when you were talking about this
question/prompt with your classmates.

After talking about this question/prompt with
my classmates, my new answer is:

Flip over to switch roles
STEM Teaching Tools Table Tents draw ideas from Kelly Jones (Renton School District), the TERC Talk Science Primer, Common Core Standards in diverse classrooms, and STEM Teaching Tool #35.

Talk Resource Cards

How can you focus the questions
you ask to support students’ 3D
science learning? Are students
engaging in and refecting
on science and engineering
practices? Are you gauging their
understanding of core ideas and
crosscutting concepts?
How can you collaborate with
colleagues to support each other
in improving classroom talk?
What types of questions are you
asking? What are some alternative
questions that might expand
conversational participation?
What types
of prompts help facilitate
conversation in pairs? In small
groups? Whole class?

Attending to Equity
• All students should have opportunities
for processing their thinking through talk.
By promoting opportunities for student
voice, teachers signal that the ideas
students have are valued and importance.

. What evidence is

After the conversation:
Tell your partner one idea they explained
well.
Tell your partner one idea they said that
you had not thought of.

From Common Core Standards in diverse classrooms by Zweirs, O’Hara,
and Pritchard, 2014

REFLECTION
QUESTIONS

Partner Conversational Supports

Pre- and Post-Talk
Writing Supports

• Use classroom talk to collect formative assessment information,
and consider how that knowledge can be used to serve students
individual needs to equitably engage them in science learning.
• Try strategies laid out in the Talk Science Primer and the Accountable
Talk Sourcebook by yourself, with teacher colleagues, or with others
in your network.

• All students should have access to
productive discussions that allow them
to sharpen their critical reasoning and
analytical abilities while developing their
science communication practices.
• Teachers need to ensure that the
discourse environments they create
promote science learning for students
who bring many diferent perspectives
and histories to the classroom.

ALSO SEE STEM TEACHING TOOLS:
#6
#16
#35

Productive Science Talk
Informal Assessment
Science Talk Activities
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