Tools for Powerful Learning

Guide for Structured Talk

On your own:  Generally, before students talk with a partner, allow them time to think about the question/topic posed on their own first.  This gives space to students who need more time to process and also allows the less confident students to “own” their thinking as well as develop their thinking.  

With a partner: If students are paired, no one can “hide.”  Teachers should choose partners for students that help them to meet learning outcomes.   Thus, a partner may be chosen that allows students to feel comfortable (and therefore more confident) if the learning is new and complex.  

Set a clear task:  Students should not just “talk about” a topic; assign a specific task, such as agreeing on the most important ideas, sharing the differences in their lists and adding two new ideas, posing a new question, writing a summary of the text together, or deciding what’s most important and why.

Set a clear, short time limit:  Two minutes is sufficient at first.  As students get more proficient at on-task talk, the time can be extended.  

Build clear criteria:  Students need to develop a clear sense of what powerful partner work looks like and sounds like.  This can begin with teacher prompts and developed as students work together powerfully:  make eye contact with the speaker; talk only when it’s your turn; ask questions when your partner is stuck; speak with a loud clear voice because what you say is important.   

Hold students accountable:  Asking students to report out sends the message that what they say is important and we expect the work to be done.  If students are not prepared to report out, give them extra time and say, “I’ll come back to you.”  

Make sure that all students report by using A and B (one partner is A and one is B – in the course of the lesson, both are called on to report), “random assassinations” (have cards with all student names on them; all students must be prepared to report at all times when you draw their card) and variations (students closest to the window stand; students with glasses stand; students wearing sandals).  When we expect all students to be ready at all times to report, students learn to be on task.

Hold students accountable for listening:  As students report, call on listeners to tell how their thinking has changed by what was said.  

Acknowledge by thanking:  When students report, we thank them.  We resist commenting unless we need to redirect.  This allows all reporters to feel validated for what they are thinking rather than for saying what the teacher is looking for.  
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