
 

Welcome to our first Expansive Education research digest. In this termly 

publication we aim to bring members the most up-to-date news from 

research and practice regarding a specific issue of concern to expansive 

educators. This first issue focuses on „language for expansive learning‟.   

Many of the ideas driving expansive education have been with us for some 

years. In each digest we delve into some of the key pieces of research that 

have contributed to the body of knowledge around a particular aspect of 

expansive education. We aim to help make you better informed about a 

particular aspect of expansive education, as well as to share our values and 

develop an appreciation of the sorts of things that „count‟ as expansive 

education. 

As you know, the things that matter in education are many and varied. In 

our view as expansive educators, the most important of these are the ones 

concerned with expanding young people's capacity to deal with real-world 

complexity and uncertainty, and to find enjoyment in learning throughout 

their lives.  

By looking at the terrain through an expansive education lens, we hope to 

help focus your mind on what really makes a difference- to aspirations, to 

learning and, as these develop, to success more broadly.  

Welcome 

Message from the team 
A large body of research tells us that the language teachers use every day in 

the classroom is of vital importance. A whole host of positive outcomes are to 

be gained from ways of talking that develop pupils‟ disposition to question 

and think for themselves rather than closing down responses with 

predetermined „right‟ answers. 

 

Learners given the right scaffolding and training can develop learning 

dispositions of critical thinking and reasoning, and strengthen their enthusiasm 

for learning as they become more engaged with the subject. Beyond 

dispositional benefits, learners demonstrate superior understanding of subject 

related concepts – and so do better on the tests.   

 

We begin with a study by Neil Mercer and colleagues, which has helped to 

shape the landscape around the teaching of reasoning skills in science and 

then explore a few key studies that have emerged recently.   

 

Bill Lucas, Guy Claxton, and Ellen Spencer  
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Neil Mercer and colleagues undertook some research in British primary schools in 2004 with 196 Year 5 pupils to 

validate claims that learners learn scientific concepts and ways of reasoning through engagement in practical 

enquiry and social interaction as well as individualized activity. They also sought to validate claims often made 

that partner interactions during science investigations helped learners to learn and to develop their 

understanding.  

By trialling an experimental teaching plan that allowed learners to talk and reason together during science 

lessons they found that this „expansive‟ approach to learning had encouraging results.  

 By teaching pairs of children to talk more effectively with each other, it was possible to develop their 

ability to reason.  

 Children showed significantly better knowledge and understanding of scientific concepts and relevant 

parts of the curriculum than their peers. 

 The practice of talk-based activities can help to scaffold the development of reasoning and scientific 

understanding. 

The full paper gives more detail to journal subscribers about what was involved in getting learners to talk and reason together: Neil 

Mercer, Lyn Dawes, Rupert Wegerif and Claire Sams (2004) Reasoning as a scientist: ways of helping children to use language to learn 

science British Educational Research Journal 30(3):359-377.    http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/01411920410001689689 

  

Getting learners to reason as scientists 

Book: Towards Dialogic 

Teaching: Rethinking 

Classroom Talk 
 Robin Alexander writes about the importance of 

quality classroom talk. Strategies in England have 

recently begun to adopt a „dialogic‟ approach, 

which draws on the cumulative evidence of 

Alexander and others.  

Dialogic teaching aims to stimulate and expand 

learners‟ thinking and thus develop their 

understanding. This approach enables teachers to 

ask more effective diagnostic questions.  

This approach is distinct from traditional 

„question/answer‟ or „listen/tell‟ routines in that its 

philosophies filter through to all interactions within 

the classroom.  

As pupils reflect on a text or idea, teachers could try 

pushing for higher order thinking by moving through 

a series of questions that prompt pupils to move 

from the concrete to the abstract and conceptual. 

Alexander‟s book Towards dialogic teaching: rethinking 

classroom talk (4th edition) was published in 2008 by Dialogos. 

Web: Learners ask their 
own questions 

 

In this blog from Harvard Graduate School of 

Education, the authors write: “typically, questions 

are seen as the province of teachers, who spend 

years figuring out how to craft questions and fine-

tune them to stimulate students‟ curiosity or 

engage them more effectively‟.  

Using the Question Formulation Technique, many 

teachers have found that teaching students to 

ask their own questions can achieve the same 

result as well as expanding learners‟ repertoire of 

learning dispositions.  

Teachers might try using such an approach to 

introduce pupils to a new topic because it can be 

an effective tool for gathering information about 

which areas need focusing on and what pupils 

already know.  

 
Source: http://bit.ly/Ak6Rlz 
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The way a teacher communicates with pupils 

conveys important messages about the teacher‟s 

values: from who is in control; to what behaviours are 

valued; to the role of pupils in the learning process. 

Does the teacher instruct pupils in a way that 

conveys imparting of knowledge in a one-way 

process; or, does the teacher raise questions about 

where that knowledge comes from and how pupils 

can trust it in a way that stimulates them to think 

critically rather than accept passively?  

Harvard psychologist Ellen Langer suggests that if 

teachers make definitive statements about what is 

then learners take it as given and spend their mind 

power trying to learn it. If instead teachers carefully 

use more could be language, this sends the signal to 

learners that permission is being given to adopt a 

questioning mindset. Rather than trying to memorise, 

they become more engaged, thoughtful, and 

imaginative. This process develops their ability to 

critique 

David Perkins argues that „conditional instruction 

opens up possibilities, whereas absolute instruction 

tends to produce a more rigid mindset about the 

information‟.  

What would happen, for instance, if you began to 

replace homework with „home learning‟, or 

assignments with „games‟? Would you expect these 

simple changes to make a difference to the way 

pupils engaged with them? Ellen Langer and Sophia 

Snow of Harvard University conducted a study to find 

out whether people would regard the same activity 

differently depending upon whether it was labelled 

„work‟ or „play‟. Significantly for teachers, the half 

who thought they were doing „work‟ reported 

significantly more wandering of the mind, even on 

an enjoyable task. Given more difficult tasks, the 

„play‟ respondents reported more enjoyment.  

Further, the „work‟ respondents reported twice as 

much mind-wandering than the „play‟ subjects.  

If we assume a task is „play‟ we approach it „non-

evaluatively‟ and involve ourselves in it. Enjoyment 

comes from the change from „not knowing‟ to 

„knowing‟. This is learning for its own sake.   

To develop their own classroom practice, teachers 

might try a simple inquiry into the impacts of a 

language shift.  

‘Could-be’ language 

A related idea comes from Martin Seligman, whose 

work on „positive psychology‟ is well cited. 

Seligman refers to an individual‟s „explanatory style‟ 

to describe the way they account for things that 

happen to them.   

Individuals who tend to use words like „always‟ and 

„never‟ (“I would never be able to do it as well as 

that”; or “I‟m just no good at maths”) reveal an 

underlying view of learning that discounts the value 

of persistence and resilience.  

Individuals who are optimistic, however, tend to 

demonstrate a sense of perspective and self-belief 

in their explanation style. They do not attribute 

failure to their own inadequacy. Rather than seeing 

failure as a permanent, all-pervasive feature of their 

experiences, they learn from failure and aim for 

better performance „next time‟.   

The 3Ps (permanence, pervasiveness, and 

personalization) help explain this. While the optimist 

sees things going wrong as a one-off setback, the  

pessimist thinks „things like this ALWAYS happen to 

me‟ (permanence). While the optimist is realistic 

about cause and effect, the pessimist says „things 

like this ALWAYS happen to me in EVERYTHING I do 

in life‟ (pervasiveness). While the optimist takes 

charge of what is within their control, the pessimist 

imagines the world is against them, claiming „the 

whole world is against ME‟ (personalization).  

Just like intelligence, optimism can be learned. 

Teachers can help pupils by trying out the 

modelling of positive explanation styles when they 

face their own challenges in the classroom. They 

might try giving pupils clear instructions about how 

to give specific self- and peer-feedback that is 

framed in a positive explanation style.  

 

 
 

 

 

Ellen Langer (1998) The power of mindful learning New York: 

Da Capo Press. 

 

David Perkins, Shari Tishman Ron Ritchhart, Kiki Donis and Al 

Andrade (2000) Intelligence in the wild: a dispositional view of 

intellectual traits. Educational Psychology Review 12(3): 269-

293. 

 

Martin Seligman (1991) Learned optimism: how to change your 

mind and your life New York: Alfred A. Knopf.  

Optimistic language 
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Quality group work depends on quality talk 

Learners benefit from working in groups, but the benefits depend very much on a number of things, including 

composition of the group. For this issue of the digest we pick up on research that explores the kinds of 

language teachers use, and the kinds of language they can train learners to use, in order to maximize the 

benefits that group work brings to learning.  

Ikseon Choi and colleagues recognize that before 

we are able to engage in meaningful discussion 

with our peers about a subject we have to have a 

certain level of „domain‟ (subject) knowledge and 

a certain amount of metacognitive skills. It is 

through these meaningful discussions, however, we 

develop expertise.  

When learners are new to particular content or 

concepts they do not necessarily have either of 

these in sufficient quantities to begin engaging in 

conversation.  

Choi and colleagues conducted field experiments 

to see whether they could „scaffold‟ novice 

learners‟ peer-questioning to make it effective at 

prompting their peers to ask useful questions back 

at the novice learner. These more meaningful 

interactions would then develop metacognition in 

the novice learner. Their means of scaffolding 

learners included nudges for clarification and 

elaboration, counter argument, and questions 

aimed at probing for context and perspective.  

They found from the experiments that while the 

scaffolding helped novice learners to ask questions, 

the greatest impacts upon learning were seen 

when peers responded with more questions. This 

responsive questioning was critical in facilitating the 

novice learner‟s reflection and construction of 

knowledge.   

Teachers could trial approaches to group work that 

emphasize the way pupils question one another in 

order to solve a problem.  

 

Ikseon Choi, Susan Land and Alfred Turgeon (2005). 

Scaffolding peer-questioning strategies to facilitate 

metacognition during online small group discussion. 

Instructional Science 33: 483-511. 

 Promoting Reasoned Argumentation, 
problem-solving and learning 

The ability to ask and answer questions is a pre-

requisite for engaging in „reasoned argumentation‟, 

problem-solving and learning. Learners need to be 

taught these skills. Robyn Gillies and Asaduzzaman 

Khan‟s study explains how teachers can be taught to 

challenge children‟s cognitive and metacognitive 

thinking skills within co-operative learning scenarios.  

 

Co-operative learning tends to be distinguished from 

„group work‟ or even from „collaborative learning‟ by 

academics because it is less ad hoc, and is 

characterised by positive interdependence in 

relation to a piece of work. Gillies finds that true co-

operative learning leads to learners who „show 

increased participation in group discussions, 

demonstrate a more sophisticated level of discourse, 

engage in fewer interruptions when others speak, 

and provide more intellectually variable 

contributions to those discussions‟.   

 

Their research found that not only could teachers be 

taught to help learners develop these skills, but that 

learners thus taught were more able to elaborate, 

reason, and justify their responses.  

 

This paper cites other key studies that consistently 

showed the pivotal role of teachers. Successful 

learners who are trained how to use their reasoning 

skills have teachers who provide explicit instruction in 

the strategies.  

 

Teachers could try modeling such strategies as 

„exploratory talk‟, or „argumentative discourse‟; 

coaching learners in how to use those strategies 

during whole- and small-group discussions, and 

taking an active role during learners‟ small-group 

discussions.  

 
Robyn Gillies and Asaduzzaman Khan (2009) Promoting 

reasoned argumentation, problem-solving and learning during 

small-group work Cambridge Journal of Education 39(1): 7-27. 

Scaffolding peer-questioning 
strategies to facilitate metacognition 
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A 2011 study by Robyn Gillies, Kim Nichols and 

Gilbert Burgh found that learners trained in specific 

strategic and meta-cognitive questioning strategies 

demonstrated more of the kinds of language and 

conversation that impacts upon learning.  

One group used an approach to asking questions 

that was designed to scaffold higher level complex 

thinking. Students worked in small groups or pairs 

and posed progressively more complex questions 

to their peers. Questions progressed from „Tell me 

what you know about X‟, to „How are X and Y alike 

and how are they different‟, to „How is X related to 

Y? Explain your answer‟. Teachers prompted the 

class to reflect on the questioning they had heard 

by asking „Was it a thinking-question and if so 

why?‟.  

Another group used Philosophy for Children (P4C) 

to dialogue, share, build on ideas, consider others‟ 

perspectives, and explore disagreements. They 

were encouraged to ask questions that challenged 

peers to clarify, make their assumptions and 

reasoning explicit, and consider implications.  

The meta-cognitive strategies they were taught 

helped them to provide explanations, elaborations, 

and reasons that promote follow-up learning.  

An important implication for science teaching is 

that learners need to be taught how to converse in 

order to reach the goal of constructing new 

knowledge. The two approaches used in the study 

are examples of linguistic tools that teachers could 

try using in order to facilitate this teaching. 

 

Study conducted in 18 Australian sixth grade classes: Robyn 

Gillies;  Kim Nichols and Gilbert Burgh (2011) Promoting 

problem-solving and reasoning during cooperative inquiry 

science  Teaching Education 22:4 (427-443).  

 

Another 2011 study, by E. Michael Nussbaum and 

Ordene Edwards, also explored teaching the use of 

strategies (critical questions and integrative and 

refutational argument stratagems) to develop 

learners‟ argumentation and critical thinking. 

 

Learners made more arguments that integrated 

both sides of an issue. They also constructed more 

pertinent critical questions.  

 

Dialectical argumentation is an interpersonal 

process in which claims are made and supported 

by evidence. It can be collaborative or adversarial. 

Under the researchers‟ approach, learners are 

taught to make counter arguments, to develop an 

argument to get around a counter argument, and 

to weigh up the pros and cons.  

 

Learners were taught to pose critical questions such 

as „why?‟, and „how do you know?‟. The research 

demonstrated the usefulness of critical questions 

and in agreement with other papers we are 

reviewing, promoted the use of teachers or peers 

providing scaffolding.  

 

Teachers could help learners to summarise the gist 

of their argument (and underlying assumptions). 

They could try modelling critical questions, and 

helping pupils to respond to those critical questions.  

 

 

 

 

 

Study conducted in seventh grade social studies classrooms in 

the US: E. Michael Nussbaum and Ordene Edwards (2011) 

Critical questions and argument strategems: a framework for 

enhancing and analyzing students‟ reasoning practices 

Journal of the Learning Sciences 20:443-488.  
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