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a b s t r a c t

This study examines work with an academic concept in a multicultural classroomwhere a microblogging
tool was used to facilitate dialogues. The analysis of extracts from classroom talk shows how one teacher
prompted students to explain, elaborate and compare their written blog posts. The verbal richness and
multiple perspectives evoked through the combination of dialogue and technology allowed the students
to engage in active exploration of the concept of power in a social science lesson. This paper contributes
to our understanding of dialogic practice as well as how specific features of technology can facilitate
productive classroom interactions.
© 2020 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. This is an open access article under the CC BY license

(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).
1. Introduction

Classrooms are increasingly diverse in terms of students’ lan-
guage and cultural backgrounds as well as their experiences with
and access to digital and multimodal technologies. While this di-
versity creates new possibilities to invoke richness through
participation in educational dialogues, it also poses challenges for
the teacher. Therefore, it is necessary to gain more knowledge
about the strategies that teachers may employ to manage the
complexity in contemporary classrooms. To address this issue, we
es), ingvill.rasmussen@iped.
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investigate how one teacher led her class in a lesson focusing on the
academic concept of power. She included students with varied
levels of language mastery in classroom dialogue and productively
drew upon their preconceptions whilst using a digital micro-
blogging tool for support.

Several studies have highlighted the importance of academic
word knowledge for students’ academic achievement (Lawrence,
Crosson, Par�e-Blagoev, & Snow, 2015; Schuth, K€ohne, & Weinert,
2017; Townsend, Filippini, Collins, & Biancarosa, 2012). Academic
words can be discipline-specific or cross-disciplinary, and words
with specific meanings in a subject discourse are often used in
everyday talk with less precise meanings. Therefore, students need
to learnwhich words are essential in each subject, which words are
used across subjects and the distinctions between scientific and
everyday concepts. As such, coming to understand an academic
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concept involves relating to its everyday aspects as well as to the
academic, subject-specific content (Vygotsky, 1986). As academic
communities have specific vocabularies and ways of speaking,
mastering these subject-specific discourses is a central part of
learning in different subjects (Linell, 1998; Wertsch, 1991). First
languages, everyday experiences and knowledge about phenomena
similar to the academic topic may provide multiple perspectives
and support learning (National Academies of Sciences, Engineering
and Medicine, 2018; Warren, Ballenger, Ogonowski, Rosebery, &
Hudicourt-Barnes, 2000). However, to become resources for
learning, these perspectivesmust bemade relevant to the academic
topic in question (Wiig, Silseth, & Erstad, 2018). Such work de-
mands reciprocity and responsiveness to students’ experiences and
concerns (Sewell, St. George, & Cullen, 2013) while balancing be-
tween exploration and control (Scott, Mortimer, & Aguiar, 2006)
and between teacher- and student-initiated talk (Muhonen, Rasku-
Puttonen, Pakarinen, Poikkeus, & Lerkkanen, 2016). Consequently,
concept learning demands active language use (Lawrence et al.,
2015).

This study investigates the introduction of the concept of power
in one social science lesson in a multicultural classroom in a Nor-
wegian lower secondary school (12e13-year-olds). The class
participated in a research project1 that used a microblogging tool
specifically designed to support classroom talk (Rasmussen &
Hagen, 2015). The lesson addressed central aims in the national
social science curriculum2 regarding the concept of power, focusing
on the interrelations between governance and individual actions
and choices as well as the value of equality, citizenship and
development of democratic skills. The purpose of the lesson was to
create a shared understanding of the concept of power as a point of
departure for further work.

Through analysis of talk and microblogging, the overarching
goal of this study is to contribute to the knowledge about how
teachers can include students with diverse backgrounds in
technology-supported learning processes and actively use language
to support the appropriation of academic concepts.

2. Theoretical background

2.1. Academic concepts

Vygotsky (1986) distinguished between scientific and sponta-
neous concepts. Scientific concepts reflect systematisation, gener-
alisation and abstraction, while spontaneous or everyday concepts
are closely linked to experience. Importantly, the appropriation of
scientific concepts develops through movement between the
everyday and the scientific (Vygotsky, 1986; Wertsch, 1991).
Vygotsky argued that, when a child learns a new word, the devel-
opment of its meaning has barely begun. It continues through the
processes of acquiring spontaneous and scientific concepts, which
influence each other and are part of concept formation (van der
Veer & Valsiner, 1991). Everyday language must be activated for
an individual to fully understand a scientific concept (Myhill &
Brackley, 2004).

Many central scientific concepts with specific academic mean-
ings in school subjects also have general meanings in everyday life.
These types of concepts can be related to different language prac-
tices (Bakhtin, 2004; Linell, 1998). Subject-specific concepts and
specialised languages are mediating means that can help students
to master subject-specific discourse (Linell, 1998, 2009; Wertsch,
1 https://www.uv.uio.no/iped/english/research/projects/didiac/index.html
2 https://www.udir.no/kl06/SAF1-03/Hele/Hovedomraader?lplang¼http://data.

udir.no/kl06/eng
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1991). However, students often find it challenging to identify,
activate and remain in the appropriate scientific discourse.
Learning to see the nuances in a word and determine which
meaning is relevant in a specific context is central to mastering an
academic discourse.

Exploring concepts and experiencing different uses of academic
language rely on active language use. Mastering academic language
involves both appropriating subject-specific concepts and devel-
oping the ability to express subject-specific content in ways that
demonstrate subject-specific knowledge, such as by reasoning and
justification. To gain experience with different words and language
types, students must be involved in learning situations in which
words are introduced in semantically rich contexts, and they must
have opportunities to use these concepts in authentic communi-
cative contexts (Lawrence et al., 2015). Thus, it is important to
understand how to engage students in situations where they can
experiment with ways of using language. In the following, we look
into research on classroom dialogues to shed light on this idea.
2.2. Dialogic teaching

Considerable research has focused on identifying the charac-
teristics of teacherestudent dialogue that support students’
learning (Alexander, 2011; Gillies, 2019; Howe, Hennessy, Mercer,
Vrikki, & Wheatley, 2019). Central characteristics of such di-
alogues are authentic questions (Nystrand, 1997), exploratory talk
(Mercer, Wegerif, & Dawes, 1999) and the involvement of many
students (Sedlacek & Sedova, 2017). In talk that supports learning,
participants share information, invite contributions from others,
build on each other’s utterances, question and challenge each other
and seek to synthesise information to develop meaningful con-
nections (Hennessy et al., 2016; Howe et al., 2019; Mercer, 2013).
These ways of talking deepen understanding through meaning-
making (de Boer, Donker, Kostons, & van der Werf, 2018). Howev-
er, such talk is also cognitively and socially demanding, and
therefore the teacher must exhibit sensitivity by following up on
students’ talk and adjusting their own verbal acts (Furberg &
Ludvigsen, 2008; Littleton & Mercer, 2013; O’Connor & Michaels,
1996).

For students to learn from classroom discussions, they need to
actively engage in the line of reasoning that is evident through the
talk (Clarke, Howley, Resnick, & Ros�e, 2016; Sedlacek & Sedova,
2017). Therefore, one aim of classroom dialogues should be to
include all students (Howe et al., 2019). Students are more likely to
engage in meaning-making processes if they see themselves as
accountable for the knowledge development that is occurring
(Michaels, O’Connor, & Resnick, 2008). As such, they need to un-
derstand the intellectual, social and emotional reciprocity (Sewell
et al., 2013) underpinning knowledge development in the class-
room. Establishing ground rules for productive talk (Littleton &
Mercer, 2013) is one way of developing classroom cultures that
support participation by helping students to actively listen to each
other while valuing and building on the utterances of others
(Mercer et al., 1999).

Peer talk provide students with ample opportunities to partic-
ipate in discussions. Teacher-led discussions can serve as models
and prepare students to productively engage in peer interactions
(Gillies, 2011). Additionally, the integration of teacher-led and peer-
group interaction may promote reasoning and learning (Rojas-
Drummond & Mercer, 2003). However, ensuring that content
from group talk ‘travels’ into whole-class settings is challenging,
and thus it is difficult for the teacher to monitor and follow up on
the groups’ reasoning (Howe & Mercer, 2017; Lund & Rasmussen,
2008). Nevertheless, this is paramount in order to secure shared
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understandings.
Another challenge related to learning dialogues is the balancing

of openness and exploration, which promote students’ involvement
and interest, with the teacher’s curricular commitment to ensure
academic accountability and progress. Scott et al. (2006) recognised
that authoritative and dialogic approaches are intimately and
dynamically connected, and serve different teaching purposes.
Since conceptual learning involves making connections between
everyday and scientific views, combining dialogic and more
authoritative discourse is beneficial to any lesson (Howe et al.,
2019). Thus, it is alarming that recent research (e.g., Teo, 2016)
confirms the robust findings of earlier studies, which state that
teachers largely adhere to monologic patterns of talk, often char-
acterised by IRE/-F structures (Cazden, 1988; Nystrand, 1997;Wells,
1999). The function such structures serve has been discussed
extensively (Boyd & Markarian, 2011; Gallego & Cole, 2001; Lyster
& Ranta, 1997; Wells, 1999). Nevertheless, it appears that teachers
are rather less adept at orchestrating exploratory dialogic in-
teractions than they are at ‘telling the subject story’ through limited
exchanges with students. This inevitably affects students’ under-
standing of concepts. Clearly, authoritative and instructional ex-
changes must be part of classroom discourse, but it seems to be
extremely challenging for individual teachers to change from these
more monologic patterns, which are deeply embedded in
schooling, to more dialogic practices.

Several interventions highlight the importance of developing
teachers’ knowledge of dialogic pedagogy to change their class-
room practices (Sedova, 2017; Sedova, Sedlacek, & Svaricek, 2016).
The “Thinking Together” approach is a research-based initiative
that offers resources and materials for teachers to learn about
dialogic teaching. Ideas and experiences from this approach un-
derpin the current study (see Section 4.1), in which technology was
used to support dialogic pedagogy.

2.3. Digital technology

Including students in productive dialogue is complex and may
become even more challenging when incorporating technology,
which sometimes disrupts classroom instruction (Rasmussen,
2009; Blikstad-Balas, 2012). However, a growing body of research
demonstrates that technologies can facilitate classroom dialogue
(Major, Warwick, Rasmussen, Ludvigsen, & Cook, 2018; Mercer,
Hennessy, & Warwick, 2019). Digital technologies can support
students in critically investigating ideas and co-constructing
knowledge, making learning visible as an artefact for reflection
and improvement (Hennessy, 2011) and creating a shared dialogic
space in which ideas may be explored (Wegerif, 2007). Digital tools
may also facilitate learning and interaction among peers by sup-
porting exploratory talk (Mercer, Fernandez, Dawes, Wegerif, &
Sams, 2003; Mercer et al., 2019), triggering verbal interactions
and supporting inclusion (Dukuzumuremyi & Siklander, 2018).
Furthermore, the external representation of content on large
screens is useful for grounding and sustaining attention and for
prompting and directing participation (Gillen, Staarman, Littleton,
Mercer, & Twiner, 2007).

One technology used across platforms is microblogging, or the
writing of short instant messages online through a social network
(Ebner, Lienhardt, Rohs, & Meyer, 2010). In school contexts, such
technology works well for initiating conversations (Gao, Luo, &
Zhang, 2012) and for sharing ideas and thinking together (Looi,
Chen, & Ng, 2010). Moreover, such tools can help more students
to actively participate in the learning work and enable the teacher
to engagewith students’ ideas, whether produced individually or in
groups (Rasmussen & Hagen, 2015). Microblogging can also serve
to strengthen the collective nature of learning by connecting group
3

and whole-class activities (Frøytlog & Rasmussen, 2020). The
combination of writing and oral discussions can promote produc-
tive interactions, as written contributions become materialised
objects for further discussion, encouraging explicit reasoning and
engagement in others’ ideas (Pifarr�e, 2019; Pifarr�e & Li, 2018). In
this way, microblogging supports the purpose of dialogic teaching.

Various forms of texting and blogging are widely used in social
contexts and are well known to most teenagers. However, the
fragmented form of microblogging seen outside school requires
different frames when used in schools for subject-specific purposes
(Crook, 2012). When implementing technology in teaching the
teacher must determine how the particular tool can support the
overall learning goals and how its affordances can be exploited
(Mercer et al., 2019; Warwick, Hennessy, & Mercer, 2011). While
previous research has demonstrated that technology, and more
specifically microblogging, may support aspects of classroom talk,
there is still a need for more detailed empirical insight into how it
may support teachers in developing dialogic practices.
3. Research questions

The research outlined above highlights several challenges for
the teacher. To learn to use academic concepts, students need to be
verbally active in discussions that allow for broad participation and
exploratory, yet academically relevant, talk. Therefore, the teacher
should enable all students to participate in such talk and permit
ideas to travel in the classroom. Furthermore, the teacher must
navigate between exploration and control while allowing students
to develop their ability to think together and establish a shared
understanding as a basis for further work. When incorporating a
digital tool into classroom work, the teacher must ensure that the
use of this tool supports the overall aims of the lesson. Trying to
meet all these requirements may seem overwhelming to teachers,
so it is important to study how this complexity can bemanaged.We
aim to contribute to such knowledge by investigating a multicul-
tural classroom in which the teacher employed dialogue and
microblogging technology in her teaching in order to lead her
students towards a shared understanding of the concept of power.
The following research questions guide our analysis:

1. How do students and their teacher interact to develop a shared
understanding of the academic concept of power?

2. How does the teacher organise and lead the lesson and the talk?
3. What role does technology (the microblogging tool Talkwall)

serve in this lesson?
4. Method and empirical context

4.1. Empirical context

The school is located in a large city, in a district with a relatively
high share of immigrants compared to the rest of the country. The
class consisted of 27 students (15 boys and 12 girls). The students’
mastery of the Norwegian language varied. For the majority (18
students), both parents had language backgrounds other than
Norwegian. The teacher moved to Norway as an adult and spoke
Norwegian as a second language.

The class participated in the research project Digitalised Di-
alogues Across the Curriculum (DiDiAC), which focused on dialogic
teaching and the use of a microblogging tool called Talkwall to
increase students’ participation in classroom talk. The project was a
collaboration between the University of Oslo and the University of
Cambridge and schools in Norway and England. The researchers



Fig. 1. The functions of Talkwall.
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conducted workshops for the teachers who took part in DiDiAC to
introduce them to the microblogging tool3 and to the dialogic
principles in the Thinking Together4 programme. Thus, the teacher
examined in this paper was in the process of developing her dia-
logic teaching skills.

Talkwall was developed to support classroom talk. The teacher
adds a task or a question, and the students post short blogs. All the
contributions become visible for the participants in a shared feed,
and the students or the teacher can choose to pin the contributions
onto a wall (see Fig. 1), which provides different ways of sorting the
contributions. The teacher’s or students’ screens can be sharedwith
the class. The application can be used on computers, tablets or
mobile phones.
4.2. Data and analytic procedures

We chose this lesson for two primary reasons. First, this
teacher’s lessons stood out from the rest of the data corpus. All
lessons recorded in the DiDiAC project were analysed with minute-
by-minute categorisation of ongoing activities as group, whole-
class, interactive or non-interactive (Scott et al., 2006). Compari-
son across the material revealed that this teacher’s lessons were
more interactive, more frequently shifted between group and
whole-class activities and included a high number of students who
spoke in whole-class activities. Second, this lesson focused on
dialogic work with a subject-specific concept, which is essential for
academic learning.
3 https://talkwall.uio.no/#/
4 https://thinkingtogether.educ.cam.ac.uk/

4

The data for this article include observation notes, video re-
cordings of the lesson, logs from Talkwall and the teacher’s lesson
plan. Two cameras were placed at the back of the classroom. One
followed the teacher and the whole-class activities, while the other
followed a selected group. As we focus on the teacher’s strategies in
this study, we did not analyse group talk. Thus, the whole-class
videos are the core data.

The analysis operates on two levels: We study how a topic is
treated throughout the trajectory of a lesson, and we study selected
interactions from this lesson (Rasmussen, 2012). By focusing on
interactional details in a learning trajectory (Mercer, 2008), we
study the emergence of meaning (Rasmussen & Damsa, 2016;
Linell, 1998; 2009), in this case through talk and microblogging.
Together, these vocal and digital utterances form collectively con-
structed lines of reasoning, allowing us to see how the teacher and
students interact to develop shared understanding across the
lesson.

The analytical work follows established procedures from studies
of interaction (Derry et al., 2010; Jordan & Henderson, 1995;
Mercer, 2008). After repeated viewings of the selected video-
recorded lesson, we focused on the whole-class sessions. We
investigated how the participants verbalised the concept of power
and how the teacher organised the lesson. More specifically, we
examined the questions she asked, how she treated the students’
oral and written contributions, how she encouraged exploration
and the way in which she kept to her lesson goal. We also inves-
tigated how the digital tool was included in the talk. In the next
section, we present extracts of interactions in narrative form to
unpack how meaning-making unfolds through ideas and utter-
ances that are shared through talk and microblogs.

The utterances were originally in Norwegian and were

https://talkwall.uio.no/#/
https://thinkingtogether.educ.cam.ac.uk/
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translated by the first author. Translating dialogues is always
problematic, and in this case, many utterances were unclear or
incomplete. Rather than editing the translations, we chose to keep
these ambiguities. Such formulations may show varying mastery of
language, but they are also typical of processes related to speaking
while thinking. The transcripts remain simple, with standard
punctuation (Mercer, 2004). Utterances, or parts of utterances, that
are less relevant to the line of reasoning were removed for clarity.
Omissions are marked with brackets [ ]. We changed participants’
names in the talk extracts and group names in the Talkwall illus-
trations for anonymity.

5. Analysis

5.1. The lesson

The social science lesson was 45 min long, and it dealt with the
civic life part of the curriculum, which aims to develop students’
understanding of the political system, the historical background for
the current democratic system in Norway, and the individual’s
opportunities to participate in and influence society (see Appendix
A). In these contexts, the concept of power is central. The lesson
alternates between whole-class and group sessions using Talkwall
(see Appendix B).

5.2. Mobilising and nuancing everyday conceptions

The first session was concerned with establishing a joint un-
derstanding of concepts. The teacher introduced the lesson by
acknowledging that students were encountering a new topic and
stating that they were going to focus on concepts. She asked the
class to explain what a ‘concept’ is, and together she and the stu-
dents narrowed in on a definition. Unsurprisingly, they did not
Fig. 2. Recreation of the Talkwall, which was visible

5

reach a clear definition, but this mobilised students’ understanding
that a concept is more than just a word, laying the groundwork for
further exploration of power as a subject-specific concept.

The teacher then introduced power as the topic of the lesson
and instructed the students to work in groups of three. First, the
teacher encouraged the students to individually consider what they
thought when they heard the word ‘power’ and write it down in
their notebooks. Thus, students could bring individual thoughts
into the group work. Next, students engaged in group discussions
and then made contributions to Talkwall, addressing how they
perceived power.

The microblogs included in this analysis featured in verbal in-
teractions in the whole-class talk. In the transcripts, instances
when the teacher read them aloud appear in italics. The numbers in
parentheses in the subsequent analysis refer to the numbered ut-
terances in the transcript.

When the teacher called the class together again, she pinned all
the groups’ blog posts to the shared wall, making them visible to
the class, as shown in Fig. 2.

The teacher then used the students’ Talkwall contributions as a
point of departure for further talk (see Extract 1).

5.2.1. Extract 1

1. Teacher [reads aloud]: ‘Power means when one or more per-
sons decide and have a lot of control’. Group 1, what are you
thinking here?

2. David: Eh, often there is one or more [person] who has a lot
of power and decides over a lot.

3. Teacher: Mhm. To have a lot of control, does that mean that
power is control, according to you?

4. David: Can be.
5. Teacher: Mm.
to the class at the beginning of the discussion.
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6. Teacher: And thenwe have this other, that in away is related.
‘When we hear the word power, we think of people who can do
exactly what they want’. So, controlling and doing what they
want. [ ] Exactly what one wants. What are you thinking
about then?

7. Lalita: That they lead, in a way.
8. Teacher: Why can they do exactly [what] they want? When

one leads, [ ] you said, Lalita. Can one do exactly what one
wants?[ ]

9. Teacher: Why? Why did you agree on that statement?
Because all of you four were in on that. Why did you agree?
Why did you choose this one?

10. Ilyas: It’s in a way, if you are the top leader of the country,
then you have the most power over everybody.

11. Teacher: The most power over everybody, and then you can
do exactly what you want?Mmm. Is there no onewho can…

12. Ilyas: You can do a lot of what you want, but not everything.
You can’t do everything you want to.

13. Teacher: Mhm. Is there no one who can stop you from any-
thing? [ ]

14. Ilyas: You probably have someone in your council who gives
you advice on what you should do.

15. Teacher: Mmm, you get advice. Who do you get advice from?
16. Ilyas: Advisors.
17. Teacher: Advisors, yes, mmm. Yes? [unclear] The rest of you?

When you have power, can one do exactly what one wants?
Aisha?

18. Aisha: Not really, when you have power, then you have re-
sponsibility, too.

19. Teacher: Yes, interesting. Responsibility, what are you
thinking about that?

20. Aisha: Mmm, kind of, when you have power and, like, if a bad
action happens, then you have the responsibility. And you
have, you are the one with power.[ ]

21. Teacher: Yes, exciting. It is very exciting, this. How one thinks
and how one is confronted. Ehh, let’s see. Wewill take… this
one [reads aloud]: ‘Power is about making decisions and
having control. Power was divided in three so that everyone
would be fine. In the old days kings had a lot of power’. [ ] Mhm.
What kinds of thoughts are behind this?

22. Aisha: We were thinking, kind of, [ ] about the American
Revolution because that influenced the whole world, too.
And, that the power should be separated in three. And that
has, like, the power is still separated in three.

The teacher included students in a joint line of reasoning
through questions and encouragement. The students addressed an
open, authentic question: ‘What do you think of when you hear the
word “power”?’ When the teacher initiated the class discussion,
she used a student group’s blog as a point of departure and simply
asked the group, ‘What are you thinking here?’ (1). In her ques-
tioning, she repeatedly asked about the students’ thinking (1, 6, 21).
This served both to include different perspectives and to underline
that it was important to bring forth students’ thinking. Signifi-
cantly, the question did not require a single, specific answer.

These types of questions showed that she valued the students’
thoughts. This was further emphasised by the way she thoughtfully
repeated what they said, and by the way she used non-judgmental
expressions, such as ‘mmm’ (3, 11, 13, 15, 17), and encouraging
words, like ‘interesting’ (19) or ‘exciting’ (21). She explicitly
acknowledged the value of hearing differing opinions (21). By using
such subtle prompts, the teacher led the students’ reasoning
without correcting or evaluating their contributions.

Another typical trait was the teacher’s insistence on the groups’
shared responsibility for the Talkwall contributions. If only one
6

student from the group responded or needed help to explain, she
called on the others, reminding them that theywere all accountable
for their contributions (9). She also underlined the class’s shared
responsibility for the reasoning and encouraged all students to be
actively involved in the talk by asking, ‘The rest of you?’ (17).

This excerpt demonstrates a typical structure in this teacher’s
lessons when using Talkwall. She read the groups’ contributions (1,
6, 21) and then asked the group that posted the message to elab-
orate or explain. The students often explained their Talkwall con-
tributions rather briefly, and then the teacher asked for further
elaboration (3). When the students were not able to elaborate
further (4), the teacher followed up on the line of reasoning by
relating it to another microblog (6). She continued to explore the
students’ understanding by asking new questions about students’
responses (8, 11, 13). The students answered by elaborating and
adding new ideas (12, 14). Thus, collective reasoning broadened the
understanding evident in the initial microblog. When Aisha pro-
vided a reason why a person with power cannot do all they want
(18), she brought in the dimension of responsibility. With this ut-
terance, the line of reasoning took a more subject-specific turn. The
teacher selected the microblog from Aisha’s group (21) and asked
them to explain their thoughts. Aisha answered, broadening the
perspective by explicitly building on knowledge from previous
lessons and drawing a line from the great revolutions to today’s
democracies. It is clear from the previous discussion in Aisha’s
group that they worked together to recall the “principle of division
of powers”, and she referred to this principle when she said that
‘the power should be separated in three’ (22).

The notion that “power is having control” gradually becomes
more nuanced. Themicroblogs revealed that most students focused
on the more personally oriented or individual aspects of having
power. Activating students’ prior knowledge was a way to include
them in the talk and thus engage them in knowledge-building. By
taking a typical, everyday conception as the point of departure,
asking questions and demanding elaboration, and thus actively
engaging with the students’ utterances, the teacher led the class in
a more subject-specific direction.

In this session, Talkwall served several functions. First, the
contributions served as points of departure for thewhole-class talk,
allowing the discussion to start with students’ ideas and then to
continue on the student groups’ reasoning. Second, when bringing
the contributions from group discussions into the whole-class talk,
the microblogging tool served as a medium for eliciting students’
understanding and as a bridge between group reasoning and
whole-class reasoning. Third, the tool seemed to help more stu-
dents to be heard in the discussion. The teacher drew upon all of
the groups’ contributions, as they were all presented on the shared
wall. In this way, all the students’ voices were included, albeit with
different levels of emphasis.

Finally, the microblogs served as shared objects of attention that
were visible to all the participants in the classroom. The perma-
nence of the utterances supported reasoning in at least three ways.
Talkwall provided a visual tool for the teacher to compare different
utterances representing certain lines of reasoning. The visible ut-
terances also served as reminders, helping the teacher (and the
class) to keep a focus when they were exploring aspects of the
utterances and the concept of power. This way, the permanence
allowed the utterances to become objects for further reasoning.

In the exchanges depicted in Extracts 2 and 3 below, the teacher
used many of the same strategies highlighted in Extract 1.

5.3. Approaching a subject-specific understanding

As the lesson continued, the teacher sorted the groups’ contri-
butions. The one from Aisha’s group was put on the bottom half of
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the board, separate from the others (see Fig. 3).
The teacher then instructed the students to engage in a brief

discussion:

Can you, in your groups, look at these contributions up here,
against this one down here? And discuss: what are the
differences?

This assignment was not in the teacher’s original plan, but it
emerged from the joint reasoning in the classroom, demonstrating
how the teacher allowed room for the students’ utterances to guide
the lesson’s evolution. By contrasting the students’ utterances and
encouraging the students to reflect on a particular utterance
(marked yellow), the teacher led the students to a more subject-
specific frame for reasoning.

When the teacher called the attention of the class again, she
asked if they noticed any differences between this contribution and
the others. One student responded that the contribution ‘compared
the past with the present, while the others only thought about the
present’. Aisha, who was from the group that posted the contri-
bution, explained that they included the past ‘because there was
war and power’ and ‘dictatorship’. The teacher asked her what she
meant by ‘dictatorship’, and she provided the answer in Extract 2,
shown below.
5.3.1. Extract 2

1. Aisha: Like, the kings had a lot of power, and there were, for
instance [unclear] trials, lot of hunger …

2. Teacher: Mhm, that the king had a lot of power. Right? Maybe it
wasn’t called dictatorship, but [ ] do we remember what it was
called, in a historical context? Tanu?

3. Tanu: Autocracy.
7

4. Teacher: Autocracy, right? Autocracy, in a way a bit like dicta-
torship. Mhm? And we concluded that power is to be separated
in three. Do we remember how power was to be separated? [ ]

5. Zaid: The government, the national assembly and the king?
6. Teacher: Let’s see, government, national assembly and the king.

[ ] the king and the government are the same, right? And …

7. Zaid: The courts. [ ]
8. Teacher: [ ] power has been separated in three. And we have

learned in history that, there has been a lot of, as Aisha said,
great injustice. People starved, right? Back then, people lived
under bad conditions, simply. [ ] They didn’t get what they
actually were entitled to. And then they rose, this injustice led to
the people revolting, and this again led to the separation of
powers.

This extract shows how the line of reasoning departed from the
specific Talkwall contribution (marked in yellow) and moved to-
wards a more subject-specific context for understanding the
concept of power. In this short sequence, the teacher elicited re-
sponses from the students’, requiring greater precision. She
repeated the students’ utterances (2, 4, 6), and used the pronoun
‘we’, such as in the phrases ‘do we remember’ (2, 4) and ‘we
concluded’ (4). In this way, she included the whole class and sup-
ported the joint effort to reason.

By repeating and referring to previous talk (e.g., ‘we concluded
that power is to be separated in three’, 4), she acknowledged the
students’ inputs and included them in the reasoning. She kept
challenging them to add ideas and be more precise, leading the line
of reasoning to extend the concept. For instance, she acknowledged
Aisha’s contribution by repeating ‘the king had a lot of power’ but
then led the students towards another specific concept by gently
suggesting ‘maybe it wasn’t called dictatorship’ (2). By encouraging
them to reason within a ‘historical context’ (2), she moved them
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away from the everyday associations represented in the other
Talkwall contributions. Tanu provided the right concept (3), and the
teacher acknowledged the similarities between the concept of
dictatorship and the more historically correct term ‘autocracy’ (4)
before leading the students to recall more about the principle of
separation of powers, specifically the parties that divide power
(5e7). In the last utterance (8), the teacher summarised the session,
underlining the principle of separation of powers. She recapitulated
what they had worked on in previous history lessons by examining
what led to the separation of powers. In doing so, she guided the
conversation in a more subject-specific direction while still build-
ing on the students’ contributions and reminding them of previ-
ously taught material.
5.5. Relating to democratic practices

As the lesson continued, the teacher gave the students a new
topic to discuss in groups: ‘Who has the most power in the class-
room? Give reasons for your answer’. Then, she introduced the
lesson’s last whole-class session by asking the students to look at
the contributions on the board. She read two stating that the
teacher has the most power in the classroom and another that said
the students have power. Then she asked, ‘Why is the teacher the
person who makes the decisions? Does the teacher have anyone
who decides over him/her e or can the teacher do what he/she
wants?’ One student suggested that the principal has power over
the teacher, and the teacher asked if anyone above the principal
makes decisions. Another student suggested school management,
and a third student offered, ‘the Minister of Education’. Then, the
teacher askedwhomight be above theMinister of Education, as can
be seen in Extract 3 below.
5.5.1. Extract 3

1. Teacher: [ ] and above theMinister of Education, who is that?
Nadir?

2. Nadir: The Parliament.
3. Teacher: The Parliament, yes. And the Parliament consists of?

Yes, it is the boss of theMinister of Education, right, of course.
That is the Parliament. And who is the Parliament?

4. Amir: Politicians.
5. Teacher: Politicians. And where do politicians come from?

Lalita?
6. Lalita: From the people.
7. Teacher: From the people, right? So if we look back, who

actually decides in the classroom?
8. Several students: WE!
9. Teacher: The people decide in the classroom, yes. (Laughs).

Do we get that? [ ] everybody has power in the classroom. [ ]
but the teacher has most because the teacher is responsible
for the lesson. [ ] But does that mean that the students do not
have any responsibility? Aisha?

10. Aisha: No, as we continue our contribution, the students
have power because together they can create a good class-
room environment because the students too, eh, contribute.

11. Teacher: Yes, and that’s interesting, right, the students
contribute. We actually have power?

12. Arjun: The students have responsibility for themselves and
see to it that they are, follow the rules [ ], but the teacher has
the responsibility for the whole [ ].

13. Teacher: [ ] Yes, howcanwe sumup? Think about two things:
How do we see this, fromwhere we started, until now; what
have we done ewhere have we ended up? Have we reached
some sort of joint conclusion? [ ] you thought that it is the
8

people who have a lot, who have power. Have we in a way
arrived at another understanding?

14. Nadir: The people decide.
15. Teacher: That one actually decides, that everybody decides a

little, right?

This line of reasoning is quite different from that of Extract 1.
Here, the teacher has taken more control over the progress of the
talk, asking questions that had defined answers or particular an-
swers that she wanted (1, 3, 5, 7, 9). Several students participated
actively (2, 4, 6, 8, 10, 12, 14), and the teacher drew on students’
previous utterances. As a result, the teacher included several stu-
dents, leading a line of talk that tied together the discussion about
who decides in the classroom, the previous talk based on the stu-
dents’ everyday conceptions and the academic concept of the
principle of separation of powers. She helped the students see the
contrast between the understanding apparent in the majority of
the “class” contributions at the beginning of the lesson and the
understanding expressed in the whole-class talk during the lesson
(7, 11, 13, 15).

This discussion occurred towards the end of the lesson and
functioned as a more scaffolded piece of talk that led the class to
where the teacher wanted. They arrived at an understanding that
everyone has power, which the teacher stated as the goal of the
lesson. We see how the academic concept is tied to practical im-
plications; understanding how the division of power works allows
one to participate in democratic processes and thus execute power
in a way that can influence everyday life.

6. Findings and discussion

The analysis above presents a trajectory where a class worked
with a central academic concept and shows how the teacher
managed to lead students from their everyday conceptions to a
more subject-specific understanding. She accomplished this by
using dialogic strategies, including probing the students to elabo-
rate and explain; by navigating between exploration and control;
and by using microblogging as a tool for examining students’ group
work.

6.1. Developing a conceptual understanding

Previous research has demonstrated that students need to be
verbally active, using and testing out a scientific concept (Lawrence
et al., 2015;Warren et al., 2000) to grasp andmaster it. Our analysis
of talk and microblogging shows that most students, even in a
social science setting, initially saw power as ‘having a lot’. Through
the lesson, the teacher helped the students distinguish between the
everyday understandings of the concept and the academic under-
standing. The lesson was highly interactive, which gave students
time and space to talk about the concept in different ways. In the
first whole-class session, they mobilised the understanding that
theywere to deal with a concept, which is something different than
‘just a word’. In the second session, they verbalised different un-
derstandings and related these to everyday and school contexts. In
the third session, they narrowed in on the concept and related their
understandings to previous subject-specific knowledge. Finally, in
the fourth session, they related the subject-specific concept to their
own situations, which allowed them to understand what the
concept actually had to do with their own lives and that they have
democratic channels to influence their everyday lives. In this way,
the students’ understanding of the concept was given nuance and
turned into a subject-specific discourse.

This article provides detailed insight into howone class, through
talking and microblogging, created a rich understanding of the
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concept of power. We observed the students’ process of drawing
upon and nuancing their everyday use of the word as they started
to connect their everyday understandings with more subject-
specific views. They referred to previous topics, such as the Amer-
ican and French Revolutions, and the development of the principle
of separation of power. Movement between everyday and academic
understandings is necessary for developing academic conceptual
understandings (van der Veer & Valsiner, 1991; Vygotsky, 1986).
Although everyday conceptions are resources that can be used for
the development of more scientific understandings, they may also
obscure the meaning of academic concepts (Wiig et al., 2018).
Everyday concepts are deeply embedded in everyday talk and local
meaning (Linell, 1998), and it is challenging to distinguish the more
unprecise, everyday meanings from the narrower, subject-specific
meanings.

Power is a concept that can have quite different meanings in
different contexts. Therefore, it is useful to establish a shared un-
derstanding as a point of departure for further subject-specific
work, particularly when individuals’ mastery of the instructional
language varies. Differences in the level of language mastery may
affect the level of participation. However, in this class, students
were given ample opportunities to participate. Their utterances
were included and built upon rather than corrected. In the
following section, we discuss the variety of ways in which this
teacher included students in classroom talk and drew upon their
utterances.

6.2. Teacher’s strategies

Asmentioned previously, the lessonwas highly interactive, with
frequent shifts between whole-class and group talk. The analysis
indicates that the combination of group talk, including contribu-
tions to Talkwall, and whole-class talk based on the groups’
microblogs supported active participation and coherence between
the group and whole-class activities. Such coherence is a way of
integrating teacher-led and peer group interaction (Frøytlog &
Rasmussen, 2020), which promotes reasoning and learning
(Rojas-Drummond & Mercer, 2003). We observed a pattern of
continuous variation between whole-class discussions and group
discussions across this teacher’s recorded lessons involving the use
of Talkwall (Omland & Rødnes, 2020). Group talk is often used to
allow students to participate in discussions (Clarke et al., 2016).
However, talk between peers tends to drift and be associative
(Linell, 1998), making it challenging to maintain a subject-specific
focus. In this lesson, the short amount of time for group talk and
the obligation to contribute to Talkwall helped the groups stay
focused.

Furthermore, this teacher used accountability for the micro-
blogs to prompt the students to actively participate in the group
work. The students knew that they were likely to be called upon by
the teacher in the subsequent whole-class sessions, as seen in
Extract 1. This shared accountability (Michaels et al., 2008) func-
tioned as an overarching ground rule for talk (Mercer, 2013) in the
class. The teacher continuously insisted that all group members
must be able to explain the group’s contributions, upholding the
standards of accountable talk (Michaels et al., 2008).

A prominent dialogic strategy within the teacher’s practice is
the way she poses open, ‘wondering’ questions (Houen, Danby,
Farrell, & Thorpe, 2016; Nystrand, 1997). The nature of the task
has a profound influence on the extent to which multiple answers
may be included in a shared line of reasoning. Having no right
answer makes room for more answers, allowing more individuals
or groups to add their responses. Our analysis has shown how
several answers to the same question can contribute to providing
nuance and reveal differing views. The teacher often used questions
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like ‘What are you thinking?’ to signal that she was inviting stu-
dents to respond and not looking for given answers. This approach
to class dialogue encourages exploratory talk (Mercer, 2013; Mercer
et al., 1999). The openness of the talk was supported by the
teacher’s statements, such as ‘It is very exciting, this. How one
thinks and how one is confronted’ (Extract 2), or simply her use of
the word ‘interesting’. By expressing interest in even unfinished or
imprecise ideas, the teacher modelled a way for students to relate
to each other in their talk (Gillies, 2011) and directed attention
towards the reasoning itself (Sewell et al., 2013), emphasising that
it is interesting to obtain different perspectives on a topic. This way
of creating conceptual richness through verbal abundance is of
particular importance when students’ language proficiency varies.

The way in which this teacher engaged students in talk d by
repeating what they said and allowing them to elaborate while
leading them towards an extended and more subject-appropriate
understanding d is similar to the strategies of repeating,
recasting and extending, which are broadly used in language
learning. Recasting, in which a teacher subtly modifies students’
incorrect language use, has been found to be a less productive
strategy (Lyster& Ranta,1997). However, if recasting takes the form
of provision of subject-specific vocabulary as a way of responding
to, and including, students’ everyday language, it can support stu-
dents’ ventures into subject-specific discourse (Sharpe, 2006,
2008).

Closely tied to the teacher’s dialogic strategies was her use of
Talkwall. We have already noted the value of the microblogging
tool for focusing group talk. Furthermore, the teacher used the
microblogs as points of departure for whole-class discussions. She
held all group members accountable by asking the group respon-
sible for each contribution to explain ‘what thoughts lie behind’ the
short messages. She mined for more information from the students
by acknowledging their utterances but refraining from comment-
ing on them, and she allowed either the students responsible for
the utterances or other students to elaborate or follow up. This
approach seemed to encourage students’ participation and
reasoning.

Sharing contributions in written blog posts on Talkwall gave the
teacher insight into what went on in the groups. Knowledge of
students’ preconceptions of a topic or concept is vital for the
teacher to be able to scaffold the students’ learning. However,
finding structures that allow teachers to access students’ un-
derstandings is a challenge; for instance, much research has shown
that relatively few students participate in whole-class talk. We
know that the use of digital tools can support participation
(Rasmussen & Hagen, 2015; Mercer et al., 2019), and that organ-
ising the students in small groups allows more students to actively
engage in thinking together (Gillies, 2011; Kuhn, 2018;Mercer et al.,
1999). This study has demonstrated how Talkwall helped the stu-
dents’ ideas to transcend the group. First, while working in groups,
the other students, as well as the teacher, could relate to all the
contributions as they became visible in the feed. Second, the con-
tributions were made the object of the subsequent whole-class talk
when the groups’ contributions were pinned to the wall and visible
on the whiteboard. Furthermore, the combination of writing, group
talk and class discussion, provided variation in ways of partici-
pating verbally. Together, the sharing of ideas and the broad
participation benefit learning through explicit reasoning (Pifarr�e,
2019; Pifarr�e & Li, 2018; Sedlacek & Sedova, 2017) and allow the
teacher insight into students’ emergent understandings.

By giving the students’ utterances a central role in the class
discussion, the teacher positioned them as valuable and made the
students responsible for the knowledge development taking place
in the classroom. As earlier research has demonstrated, such



K.A. Rødnes, I. Rasmussen, M. Omland et al. Teaching and Teacher Education 98 (2021) 103229
positioning is important for creating opportunities for learning
(National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 2018).
This teacher demonstrated a student-sensitive approach, leading
the students to elaborate, explain and exemplify. This approach is
demanding, requiring the teacher’s concentration and reflection.
Students’ reasoning may take unexpected directions, and a tool like
Talkwall can assist the teacher in staying on track because the
digital contributions that form the points of departure for
reasoning are on display and provide joint objects of attention
(Gillen et al., 2007).

Pinning several digital contributions brings multiple views
together, providing a visual multi-voicedness that allows the ut-
terances to be seen in relation to each other and compared. For
example, the teacher separated one contribution from the others
on the screen and asked students to reflect onwhy this contribution
was different. This tactic prompted students to reflect on the dif-
ferences between the everyday concepts and the more subject-
specific concept of power.

While other studies have stated that microblogging works well
for initiating conversations (Gao et al., 2012) and sharing ideas
(Looi et al., 2010), the present study demonstrates a situation in
which the microblogging tool is strongly embedded in a dialogic
practice (Warwick et al., 2011) and is given a central role for
focusing the talk. In this case, technology supports both group and
whole-class talk. This type of integrated and strongly scaffolded
teaching design can help prevent technology from being a
distraction in learning situations (Rasmussen, 2009; Blikstad-Balas,
2012) or leading to the fragmentation often observed when using
tools from students’ everyday online practices (Crook, 2012). In
addition, because microblogging is a way of communicating with
which students are familiar, it enables the use of everyday lan-
guage. Further, because microblogs are short messages, they also
allow d or even encourage d unfinished formulations. Thus, the
process differs from other forms of school writing and has a lower
threshold for contributions. Consequently, using such a tool may
support participation (Omland & Rødnes, 2020; Frøytlog &
Rasmussen, 2020) and active language use, which are essential
for concept learning (Lawrence et al., 2015; Warren et al., 2000).

Comparison of Extracts 1 and 3 reveals two quite different
structures. In the first, the teacher stepped back, letting the stu-
dents elaborate and reason. This talk demonstrated a dialogic line
of reasoning and provided nuance to the students’ conceptions of
power. In the extract from the last whole-class session, the teacher
asked focused questions, and the students answered with single-
word utterances, allowing many students to participate in a col-
lective, yet strongly scaffolded, line of reasoning. This talk re-
sembles what Scott et al. (2006) termed ‘interactive/authoritative
communication’, which is characterised by a focus on one specific
point of view and involves the teacher leading a question-and-
answer routine in service of this view. In the extract, we can see
that our teacher clearly led her students towards a more academ-
ically oriented understanding of power.

However, Scott et al. (2006) also pointed out that talk is
fundamentally dialogic if different ideas are being acknowledged.
In the session at the end of the lesson, the teacher seemed to be
balancing subject authority and the need to reach a conclusionwith
invitations for students to participate. She performed this
demanding balancing act by building on the students’ contributions
while leading a targeted line of reasoning. Then, she summarised,
drawing together the threads from the beginning to the end of the
lesson. In doing so, she included students’ previous utterances in a
purposeful (Alexander, 2011) line of reasoning, allowing them to
provide only limited responses. When a teacher makes small pau-
ses and allows students to fill in information, such as through cued
elicitations (Sharpe, 2008), this helps the teacher ensure that
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students are following the line of reasoning. At the same time,
students are allowed to be part of a shared d albeit teacher-led d

line of reasoning (Sharpe, 2006, 2008).
Whilst having some authoritative traits, this last excerpt of talk

was part of a longer line of reasoning in which the teacher included
students and their views; expressed interest in their contributions;
and modelled thinking through pauses, repetitions and comparing
utterances. IRE/F patterns of talk, in which the teacher does most of
the talking, have been criticised for allowing the students only
limited possibilities to contribute. However, talk that might seem
monologic in form (Gallego & Cole, 2001), whether due to the
structure (such as IRE/F; Wells, 1999) or the use of apparently
closed questions (Boyd & Markarian, 2011), does not necessarily
restrict students’ participation. The way in which students engage
in classroom reasoning seems to be more dependent on the
teacher’s instructional stance over time (Boyd & Markarian, 2011).
Students in a classroom that nurtures a dialogic ethos are able to
create their own reflective space and move beyond patterns of talk
that could otherwise be limiting. Throughout the lesson, the
teacher in this study used a variety of strategies to include students
in active language use and reasoning. She demonstrated a dialogic
stance (Boyd & Markarian, 2011) by balancing classroom talk be-
tween exploration and more authoritatively guided interactions.

By focusing on the concept of power and the fact that one has
the opportunity to exert power in society, the teacher ensured that
democratic participation was the overarching topic of the lesson.
We argue that dialogic practices and support for democratic
participation (Levy, 2016; Wood, Taylor, Atkins, & Johnston, 2018)
are closely linked. We find that this class demonstrated and prac-
ticed democratic participation through the ways of talking and
interacting they engaged in, and the way in which the students’
participation determined the trajectory of the lesson.

7. Conclusions and implications

This study provides insight into technology-supported di-
alogues that can inform teachers across subjects and across class-
rooms whose students have diverse language and cultural
backgrounds.

The study demonstrates how a teacher by genuinely engaging
with students’ oral and digital utterances created a space in which
the students could participate, building on their everyday experi-
ences as well as on previous subject-specific knowledge. The op-
portunities for students to express ideas in group talk (through a
microblogging tool) and in whole-class talk, combined with the
teachers’ explicit interest in their contributions as tools for
reasoning, allowed students to contribute, even if they could not
yet use the instructional language precisely.

The study also shows how different phases of dialogue serve
different functions and work together, as well as how concept
development emerges through classroom dialogues. Further, it
demonstrates how a teacher’s active engagement with students’
ideas is paramount to support dialogic reasoning. This kind of
engagement is crucial for the teacher to be able to decide when to
allow students time to elaborate and explore and when to keep
their contributions limited to more authoritative lines of reasoning.
Such decisions must be made spontaneously depending on the
reasoning unfolding in the classroom. Accordingly, the teacher
must have a clear understanding of the lesson’s purpose
(Alexander, 2011).

An obvious limitation of this study is that it is restricted to one
teacher and one lesson. However, such close studies are necessary
to understand new practices. In this study, we investigated how a
teacher included microblogging in dialogic teaching. Several
studies from the DiDiAC project demonstrate that a tool like
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Talkwall supports classroom talk in several ways. It allows many to
‘talk’ at the same time, helps to focus group talk, supports the
teacher in monitoring group work, allows ideas to travel between
groups as well as from group talk to whole-class talk, and serves as
cognitive support by providing elusive vocal utterances with
permanence and making them visible to all participants. Due to
these affordances, the tool is particularly useful when the teacher
wants many students to be able to share their ideas or the class to
explore complex ideas.
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