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CHAPTER 1 

GENERAL INTRODUCTION 

 ‘To reach understanding in a dialogue is not 
merely a matter of putting oneself forward and 
successfully asserting one’s own point of view, but 
being transformed into a communion in which we 
do not remain what we were’ (Gadamer, 1975, p. 
371) 

Socratic dialogues are best known as Plato’s Dialogues. Originating from this literary 
philosophical form, is a widespread usage of Socratic method ranging from the Socratic 
case method in American law schools (Parkinson & Ekachai, 2002) to the Socratic 
questioning in psychotherapy (Carey & Mullan, 2004). We refer to Socratic Dialogue1 as a 
form of Socratic method developed by Nelson (1920’s) and Heckmann (1981) in which a 
group guided by a set of rules and a facilitator co-constructs a common answer to a 
fundamental philosophical question with the aim of reaching new insights. This 
dissertation discusses pedagogical potential of the Socratic Dialogue for teacher education. 
It investigates effects of a course in the Socratic Dialogue on content area teachers’ beliefs 
about communication, and on their behaviour in interaction with second language pupils.  

Recent accents on teacher’s interactional competence demand new approaches in teacher 
education. Classroom research drawing on a sociocultural theory of learning has 
recognized the importance of successful teacher-pupil interaction for the pupil’s learning 
(Edwards & Mercer, 1987; Edwards & Westgate, 1994; Mercer, 1995; Wells, 1999; 
Cazden, 2001). A growing body of research into content based second language teaching 
has continued to emphasize the significance of this interaction (Fillmore & Snow, 2002; 
Echevarria, Short & Powers, 2006; Haneda & Wells, 2008). It is in the interaction that 
second language learners acquire and practice academic language in meaningful ways (Lee, 
2005; Echevarria, Vogt & Short, 2010). In order to help content area teachers meet these 
pupils’ special language needs a model of Sheltered Instruction has been designed to facilitate 
teachers’ systematic implementation of instructionally effective features (Echevarria et al., 
2006) such as stating language objectives next to the content ones or comprehensible 
input. Oral interaction is emphasised by two features, strategies and interaction. The 

                                                           
1     The capitalization of both ‘Socratic’ and ‘Dialogue’ was introduced by the members of Gesellschaft für 
Sokratisches Philosophieren (GSP) and consequently used by one of its members Gisela Raupach-Strey (2002) 
and will be used forthwith with the specific connotation of a group dialogue further defined in the section The 
Socratic Dialogue. 



Socratic Dialogue and Teacher-Pupil Interaction 

8 
 

strategies are defined as scaffolding techniques which consistently support student 
understanding by ‘e.g., think-alouds’ (Echevarria et al., 2010, p. 229), and through a variety 
of questions ‘e.g., literal, analytical, and interpretive questions’(Echevarria et al., 2010, p. 
229). The interaction is characterized as frequent discussion between the teachers and 
students and among students, grouping configuration and wait time for student responses 
(Echevarria et al., 2010). Another fairly recent, less cognitive and more sociocultural 
model aimed at facilitating content teachers in developing their second language pupils 
academic language as well as content is offered by approaches rooted in systemic 
functional linguistics in which the introduction in academic oral and written genres is an 
explicit aim of schooling (Gibbons, 2009; Walqui & Van Lier, 2010). A model of a 
learning cycle is deployed to cater for an integration of language and content objectives 
and for a gradual development of literacy skills through a mode continuum from everyday 
language, through literate spoken language into written academic language. Again, the 
importance of oral interaction is emphasised and more tools employed to support 
teacher’s interactional skills. The two models present most recent enrichment for 
development of teachers’ interactional skills through telling teachers what to do in 
particular educational situations. However, neither of the models targets teachers’ 
language awareness or their beliefs about the role of language in learning in spite of the 
fact that these appear to play an important role in changing one’s teaching practice 
(Mohan, Leung & Davison, 2001; Hajer, 2006). Another approach seems to be needed 
here. We would like to propose a different approach to develop teachers’ interactional 
skills. We would like to develop a course where teachers could think together and examine 
their beliefs about key educational concepts while exercising interactional skills and raising 
their language awareness. In this way teachers may personalize the learned skills and 
consequently apply them in a greater variety of teaching situations by addressing their own 
resources. Remaining in the perspective of the sociocultural theory of learning, we will 
argue that the Socratic Dialogue has a potential for such an approach.  

We focused on content area student teachers’ interaction with second language pupils, i.e. 
advanced second language learners in the mainstream classroom. Assuming that successful 
teacher participation in verbal interaction presupposes an open mindset and implies good 
interactional skills, we were interested in a change in both teachers’ beliefs about 
communication and in their behaviour in dyadic interaction including attention to 
language2. We positioned our research at the interface of educational psychology and 
sociolinguistics, since it included the study of beliefs and behaviour as well as verbal 
teacher-pupil interaction. Furthermore, we embarked on the domain of practical 
philosophy in studying the potential of the Socratic Dialogue.  

                                                           
2 We took attention to language as a manifestation of language awareness.  
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The highly participatory nature of the Socratic Dialogue and the space it provided for 
examination of one’s beliefs led us to draw a hypothesis that the Socratic Dialogue would 
develop participating student teachers’ interactional skills, raise their language awareness, 
and change their beliefs about communication in learning and instruction. Our general 
research question was whether a course in the Socratic Dialogue would have any effects on content area 
student teachers’ beliefs and interactional behaviour. The specific questions related to teacher 
beliefs and cognitions, teacher interactional behaviour, and the change in interactional 
patterns in teacher-pupil talks. Respectively, the following specific questions were 
formulated.  

1. What effects will participating in a course in the Socratic Dialogue have on content 
area student teachers’ beliefs about communication in learning and instruction and 
their statements on learning?  

2. What effects will participating in a course in the Socratic Dialogue have on content 
area student teachers’ interactional behaviour with second language learners?  

3. What changes in interactional patterns will be brought about by changed behaviour of 
the content area student teachers? 

In the following section we will outline the theoretical perspective of the research. We 
first discuss two metaphors for learning (Sfard, 1998) followed by several precepts of the 
sociocultural theory of learning and second language teaching in the perspective of their 
potential for teacher education. With this regard, we will briefly examine the role of 
language in learning, the idea of common construction of knowledge (Mercer, 1995), and 
interactional scaffolding in the context of second language learning and teaching in the 
mainstream classroom (Van Lier, 1996; Gibbons, 2009; Walqui & Van Lier, 2010).  

 

Two metaphors for learning and sociocultural theory of learning 

Sfard (1998) distinguishes two mutually exclusive metaphors for learning under which she 
subsumes all the theories and views of learning known at the time. The acquisition 
metaphor encompasses views in which learning is acquiring knowledge and all 
appertaining types of entities resulting in a state of knowing something disregarding the 
context. Conversely, the participation metaphor entails theories of learning as context-
bound actions, activities and processes of becoming a member of a certain community. In 
the acquisition metaphor, the learner is a recipient or reconstructor with the goal of 
individual enrichment, whereas in the participation metaphor the learner is a participator 



Socratic Dialogue and Teacher-Pupil Interaction 

10 
 

or an apprentice aiming at community building. In the former, knowing is a property or a 
possession, whereas in the latter it is participating or belonging.  

Sociocultural theory of learning falls under the participation metaphor for learning (Sfard, 
1998). It is strongly participation oriented in contending that development follows 
learning and that learning takes place primarily in interaction between the adult and the 
child (Edwards & Mercer, 1987). Since Vygotsky (1986), language has been looked upon as 
playing a key role in learning and development of children. He proposed that thought and 
language together form a powerful cognitive tool for human development. Spoken word 
gets in this context a special place. ‘Talk is the primary medium of interaction’ (Edwards 
& Westgate, 1994, p. 6), and it helps learners to make explicit to themselves and others 
what they know. The cultural role of language is communication, its psychological role is 
thinking. Spoken language could be seen as a social mode of thinking (Mercer, 1995). 
Spoken interaction is therefore a way of thinking together (Mercer, 2000), and can be used 
for common construction of knowledge (Mercer, 2000). Research in second language acquisition 
follows on from these sociocultural tenets. Second language development is equally 
important as the first language development for the cognitive and academic growth of 
children (Pavlenko & Lantolf, 2002; Fillmore & Snow, 2002; Lee, 2005; Haneda & Wells, 
2008). Between a teacher and a pupil, talk becomes the locus of instruction in interaction, 
or interactional scaffolding (Van Lier, 1996, Gibbons, 2009). ‘The teacher decides from 
moment to moment when to prompt, help, pause, correct’ (Van Lier, 1996, p. 199) and 
thus scaffolds learning of content and language i.e. provides temporary support to help 
the pupil do or say what s/he would not be able to do on his or her own. Within the 
framework of interactional scaffolding, Gibbons (2009, p. 158) lists the following 
characteristics of teacher talk: listening to learners’ intended meanings, building on 
learners’ prior experiences, recapitulating what has been said at regular intervals, 
appropriating students’ responses and recasting them, engaging in longer exchanges with 
students than occur in usual IRF sequences, allowing learners more time to respond by 
not interrupting them and allowing adequate wait time for students to start answering. 
These characteristics demand language awareness and well developed interactional skills. 
Observations in multilingual mainstream mathematics classes show that these are not 
necessarily displayed by content area teachers (Elbers, Hajer, Jonker, Koole & Prenger, 
2008). Second language pupils may profit by content area teachers who are prepared and 
capable of looking ‘at the window of language rather than just through the window of 
language’ (Mehan, 1984, p. 181) and adjust their teaching accordingly.  

We will now briefly discuss the theory of the Socratic Dialogue, extend it by two concepts 
and subsequently show how it dovetails with the above precepts. Thus we intend to 
provide arguments for believing that our investigation of the pedagogical potential of the 
Socratic Dialogue in teacher education is a worthwhile endeavour.  
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The Socratic Dialogue  

Based on Heckmann (1981), Kessels (1997), Saran and Neisser (2004), and Brune and 
Krohn (2005) we define the Socratic Dialogue as a philosophical group dialogue in which the 
participants guided by a facilitator and a number of ground rules strive to reach a consensus in answering a 
fundamental question on the basis of one real-life example with the purpose of achieving new insights. In 
practice, it may last anything between two hours and two days. The group may be as small 
as six participants and as large as twenty. Being a philosophical dialogue, it tries to provide 
arguments and explicate hidden premises (Nelson, 1994). In this respect, the Socratic 
Dialogue is a substantive rather than formal method. As it is a group dialogue, it is well 
structured and follows a particular procedure. Kessels (1997) distinguishes three phases: 
pre-dialogue, main dialogue and post-dialogue. The latter two correspond to ‘Socratic 
Dialogue Proper’ and ‘Metadialogue’ respectively, as termed by Heckmann (1981). The 
pre-dialogue consists in formulating the question and collecting examples in which the 
question takes central part. The main dialogue includes choosing and exploring the 
example and answering the question. The post-dialogue evaluates the proceedings and 
sometimes further analyses the question. The method can best be described in terms of 
Heckmann’s (1981) six pedagogical measures the facilitator employs during the Socratic 
Dialogue. The facilitator is impartial to the content in order to ensure the participants’ 
deployment of their own capacity to judge (1); he stimulates working from the concrete 
and thus incites the participants to ground general insights in the concrete example (2); 
mutual understanding is promoted and ensured (3); the facilitator keeps the group’s focus 
on the current question (4); the group is encouraged to strive for consensus in terms of 
valid inter-subjective statements(5); and the facilitator intervenes in order to steer the 
dialogue in substantively fruitful direction (6). In discussing the six measures, Heckmann 
(1981) emphasizes the chief goal of the Socratic Dialogue: to assist participants in their 
efforts to reach insights (Heckmann as translated in Saran & Neisser, 2004, p.113). 
Through applying the six pedagogical measures, the facilitator steers the direction of the 
dialogue and makes sure the important questions are being dealt with and significant 
contributions taken up. However, the participants’ own emerging judgement should not 
be impinged on by the facilitator, but rather supported. Furthermore, Heckmann points 
out that ‘the facilitator and the participants are equally responsible for upholding the 
pedagogical measures’ (Heckmann as translated in Saran & Neisser, 2004, p. 115) as 
shaped in the rules of the Socratic Dialogue. The Socratic Dialogue takes time. On the 
whole, it is a slow and painstaking process of phrasing and rephrasing, summarizing, 
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questioning and checking for understanding in which participants are asked to suspend 
their opinion for the sake of creating room for understanding opinions of others.  

The above exposé of the Socratic Dialogue theory exhibits its strong participation 
orientation (Sfard, 1998) in that its content is exclusively built from the contributions of 
the participants. Two more conceptual additions in order to do justice to its pedagogical 
potential for teacher education. One is common concept formation and the other attention to 
language. We will also show how these features dovetail with common construction of 
knowledge (Mercer, 2000), the key role of language and talk in learning (Vygotsky, 1986; 
Edwards & Mercer, 1987) and interactional scaffolding (Gibbons, 2009; Walqui & Van 
Lier (2010).  

Common concept formation refers to the feature of constructing a common answer to a 
commonly raised fundamental question. ‘Concept’ in common concept formation may 
refer to the central question raised by the group, or may also refer to any other concept 
formed in the process. So far, this key feature of the Socratic Dialogue has been termed 
concept elucidation (Nelson as translated in Saran & Neisser, 2004). Concept elucidation, 
i.e. clarification of a concept by means of analysis, is acquisition oriented (Sfard, 1998) and 
frames the concept as an independent entity which can be analysed and thus clarified so 
more people would know what it means. As such, it is incongruent with the participatory 
nature of the Socratic Dialogue and its reliance on experiential knowledge only. More 
recently, the same feature has been termed concept formation (Kessels, 1999), which 
reflects a constructivist perspective. It is participation oriented (Sfard, 1998) as it 
accentuates the formation. In other words, a concept is not an independent entity to be 
discovered and elucidated, but rather something that is being formed here and now. 
However, the concept formation in the Socratic Dialogue takes place in a special way. It 
takes place in the process and as a result of participants’ joint effort. Therefore, the term 
concept formation does not cover the concerted aspect of it. This is why we would like to 
introduce the term common concept formation. Common concept formation may take place 
both as a part of communication and as a conscious effort of the participants to jointly 
construe an answer to the commonly raised question. In this respect it dovetails with 
common construction of knowledge (Mercer, 1995). Moreover, as a result, it could be 
seen to reflect individual participants’ development of thinking through an effort of 
thinking together. Thinking together (Mercer, 2000) is promoted in particular by 
pedagogical measures 3, 4 and 5. By employing these measures, the Socratic Dialogue is 
geared towards affording an experience in thinking together and in what it takes to make it 
happen. Measure 3 promotes mutual understanding by encouraging participants to clearly 
formulate their thoughts and reformulate each other’s statements. Measure 5 spurs the 
group towards reaching consensus while staying committed to ‘the truth’ which entails 
examining and weighing arguments together. In all this, additional strain is added on 
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participants through the discipline instilled by keeping the group’s focus on the main 
question (measure 4). An experience in thinking together thus afforded has the potential 
of developing interactive skills next to possibly inducing insights regarding the process of 
thinking together. 

Attention to language is another feature of the Socratic Dialogue we would like to highlight 
as it points to its pedagogical potential for raising teachers’ language awareness while 
developing their interactional skills in the process of thinking together. Not only is 
language the medium of the Socratic Dialogue, it also gets the chief part in being cautiously 
used and scrupulously examined. Pedagogical measure 3 promotes and ensures mutual 
understanding by means of stimulating careful formulations and meticulous 
reformulations. Participants try to make themselves intelligible by formulating their 
thoughts as precisely and succinctly as possible. They reformulate each other’s statements 
to check for understanding and thus instigate new formulations which are more refined 
and precise than the original ones. Such attention to language could enhance language 
awareness and stimulate development of interactional skills indispensable in interactional 
scaffolding (Gibbons, 2009) where, for example, the teacher engages in longer exchanges 
with the pupil and allows the pupil more time to respond without interrupting him or her.  

To sum up, the Socratic Dialogue seems to fit in the perspective of a sociocultural theory 
of learning. Both are strongly participation oriented, and both look upon knowledge and 
understanding as being jointly created in interaction. Common concept formation reflects 
common construction of knowledge (Mercer, 1995) in this respect, as does attention to 
language the crucial role language plays in learning and interactional scaffolding (Gibbons, 
2009; Walqui & Van Lier, 2010). Moreover, being content guided , the Socratic Dialogue 
has the potential of affording an experience of simultaneous content learning and 
development of interactive skills and language awareness. Hence it may lead content area 
teachers to a more successful meaning focused interaction with their second language 
pupils. As such, it may contribute to satisfying the need for new approaches to teacher 
education geared towards systematic and focussed development of interactional 
competence. Participating in the Socratic Dialogue may serve the purpose of self-scrutiny 
of preconceptions about teaching (Wubbels, 1992) and thus possibly lead to conceptual 
changes in student teachers and make them apply new concepts in their teaching. 

We will now turn to describing the research project and its rationale, and conclude by 
announcing the remaining chapters of this dissertation.  
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The research project 

The question we set out to answer was whether a participation in a course in the Socratic 
Dialogue would have any effects on content area student teachers’ beliefs and 
interactional behaviour. In order to answer this question, we formulated three specific 
research questions, one looking at the effects on teacher beliefs, one at teacher 
interactional behaviour, and one at change in interactional patterns in teacher-pupil talks 
brought about by teachers’ changed interactional behaviour. Whether the intervention 
would have any effects on pupils’ learning lays outside the scope of this dissertation.  

A quasi-experimental pre-test post-test research design involving matched experimental 
and control groups seemed to fit our research questions the best. The intervention was a 
course in the Socratic Dialogue consisting of 6 sessions spread over a period of 8 weeks. 
Each session was a Socratic Dialogue on a different educational key concept such as 
learning, language and meaning. The research was executed in four phases, each resulting in a 
chapter of this dissertation. The first phase defined and extended the conceptual 
framework of the Socratic Dialogue; the second one investigated effects of intervention 
on teacher beliefs and the third one, on teacher’s interactional behaviour. Finally, the 
fourth phase explored the changes in teacher-pupil interaction in talks where the teacher’s 
interactional behaviour had changed.  

Chapter 2 presents the discussion of the Socratic Dialogue and its potential for teacher 
education. It provides the theoretical background and a description of an instance of the 
Socratic Dialogue amongst student teachers. As such it lays the foundation for our 
hypothesis that the Socratic Dialogue could influence student teachers’ beliefs and 
behaviour. Little empirical research into the Socratic Dialogue (Griessler, Littig, Hüsing, 
Zimmer, Santos, Muñoz, et al., 2004; Pihlgren, 2008) pointed out its merits regarding 
developing communicative skills and nurturing cooperation and critical thinking. There 
has been no research yet into the Socratic Dialogue in the context of teacher education.  

Chapter 3 reports the study which addressed the question of what effects a course in the 
Socratic Dialogue would have on content area student teachers’ beliefs about 
communication in learning and instruction and their statements on learning. We intended 
to help a group of content area student teachers develop cognitions, interactional skills 
and language awareness needed in culturally diverse classrooms. We aimed at their 
developing an open-minded attitude towards their second language pupils, their 
background and their language acquisition needs. We attempted to answer the specific 
research question dealing with teacher beliefs about communication in general and 
communication in learning and instruction by investigating whether they would be 
influenced by participating in a course in the Socratic Dialogue and shift from being 
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acquisition oriented to being more participation oriented (Sfard, 1998). In doing so, we 
had assumed the student teachers held predominantly acquisition oriented views on 
communication. They were regarded a problem because they seemed to have promoted 
and sustained teacher talk at the cost of teacher listening (Prawat, 1992) and hence at the 
cost of pupil talk and consequently their learning chances (Vygotsky, 1986; Gibbons, 
2002, 2006). We expected the student teachers to gain insights through experience in the 
Socratic Dialogue which would then hopefully steer their verbal interactional behaviour 
with second language pupils in the direction of increasing learners’ participation and 
paying attention to their language. 

Chapter 4 answers the question of what effects of participating in a course in the Socratic 
Dialogue would have on the student teachers’ interactional behaviour with second 
language learners. It describes the study of 202 ten-minute talks investigating the overall 
quality of the talks and the teachers’ interactional scaffolding skills in particular. The 
design required contained and observable instances of interaction between content area 
student teachers and their second language pupils. This led us to work with ten-minute 
talks outside the classroom. We asked the participating content area student teachers to 
record ten-minute learning dialogues with their second language pupils in secondary 
education. Second language pupils were involved in order to set an extra challenge before 
teacher’s interactional sensitivity and skills. We defined second language pupils as pupils 
who spoke another language at home instead of or next to Dutch. The talks took place 
with individual pupils outside the classroom. This way we tried to preserve the natural 
instructional context on the one hand, and exclude possible distractions a classroom 
setting might bring about. The content of the talks was framed by the preset task to the 
participating student teachers: through discussing a number of key concepts, check and increase the 
second language pupil’s knowledge and understanding of a topic concurrently discussed in class. We 
examined effects of the intervention on several aspects of interactional scaffolding (Van 
Lier, 1996; Gibbons, 2009). We looked for possible changes pointing towards a successful 
interactional scaffolding, like teacher’s listening for intended rather than expected 
meaning, using prompts, probing student statements, helping them formulate and 
reformulate, and in spite of being no language student teachers, paying attention to 
language.  

In the course of the parts of the research reported in chapters 3 and 4, we developed three 
instruments, a Socratic-Dialogue assessment form, a teacher belief survey, and a teacher-
pupil learning dialogue scoring scheme. The Socratic-Dialogue assessment form was 
employed to assess the quality of the six Socratic Dialogues constituting the intervention. 
The teacher-belief survey measured teachers’ beliefs on two scales: the participation and 
the acquisition one. Finally, the teacher-pupil learning dialogue scoring scheme was used 
to analyse the ten minute talks in terms of interactional scaffolding.  
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Chapter 5 presents a sequel study to the one presented in Chapter 4. We sought to find an 
answer to the question what changes in interactional patterns would be brought about by 
changed interactional behaviour of the content area student teachers. To this end, we 
performed a microanalysis of a selection of 20 talks. The last chapter, Chapter 6 provides 
the summary of the previous chapters and discusses how the results presented in separate 
chapters relate to each other. It also places a few critical notes and makes 
recommendation for future research and for teacher education.  
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CHAPTER 23  

 

THE SOCRATIC DIALOGUE IN TEACHER EDUCATION 

 

Abstract 

This article argues that the Socratic Dialogue in the Nelson and Heckmann tradition will 
prove a considerable contribution in training teachers. A review of the literature and 
empirical research supports the claim that the Socratic Dialogue promotes student 
teachers’ interpersonal sensitivity while stimulating conceptual understanding. The article 
provides a new definition of the Socratic Dialogue and introduces the idea of common 
concept formation. A concrete Socratic Dialogue in the context of teacher education is 
discussed by way of illustration. Finally we suggest a manner of integrating Socratic 
Dialogue in teacher education and propose a line of further research. (98 words) 
 
 

Introduction 
 

In current discussions on teacher education, two aspects seem to be gaining in 
importance: the development of interpersonal sensitivity and the importance of learning 
from experiences next to theoretical education. Both aspects put new demands on teacher 
education in terms of its programme and learning activities. The need for the 
interpersonal sensitivity has been more or less directly called for since the introduction of 
the concept of scaffolding (Wood, Bruner & Ross, 1976). This need is confirmed by 
further studies in scaffolding (Gibbons, 2002, 2006), the development of dialogic learning 
approach (Wells, 1999) and teaching exploratory talk (Mercer, 1995, 2000, 2007). 
Wubbels, Brekelmans, Brok and Tartwijk, (2006) explicitly state a positive influence of 
teacher’s communication skills on pupils’ achievement. Cornelius-White (2007) concludes 
in his review of literature on learner-centred teacher-student relationships between 1948 
and 2004 that ‘positive relationships, non-directivity, empathy, warmth and encouraging 

                                                           
3 Knežić, D., Wubbels, T., Elbers, E., & Hajer, M. (2010). The Socratic Dialogue in teacher education. Teaching 

and Teacher Education. 26, 1104-1111. 
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thinking and learning’ have above average associations with positive student outcomes. 
One could easily imagine that at the bottom of these lies interpersonal sensitivity. The call 
for it was also acutely felt in studies of teacher-pupil interaction, especially so in 
multilingual classes, where teachers have pupils of different ethnicities for whom the 
language of interaction is the second or in some cases even third language (Duff, 2002, 
Pastoor, 2008, César, 2009). A study by Elbers, Hajer, Jonker, Koole and Prenger (2008) 
showed that in mathematics classes, when engaged in dyadic interactions with their pupils, 
the teachers did not engage in the phase of common problem definition. In other words, 
they gave explanations without having certain knowledge of what pupils asked and thus 
made no allowance for meaning negotiation. Also Pels (2008) stresses the importance of 
interpersonal teacher competence in multicultural classrooms.  
 
The importance of learning from experiences in teacher education for example found its 
way into the discussions on student teachers’ preconceptions (Wubbels, 1992) and student 
teachers’ changing beliefs through new experiences (Korthagen, Kessels, Koster, 
Lagerwerf, & Wubbels, 2001). Wubbels (1992) points out the gap between the theoretical 
concepts student teachers learn and their teaching practice. He suggests changing teacher 
students’ preconceptions in the process of teaching them new concepts by making them 
realize the shortcomings of their preconceptions and creating the need for new 
conceptions. Another way of making student teachers revise their preconceptions of 
teacher roles is exposing them to an authentic experience rich programme (Hattingh & 
Kock, 2008). The assumption underlying the need of changing student teachers beliefs is 
that change in belief system may afford change in behaviour (Pajares, 1992). Pianta (2006) 
points out that there is evidence of teachers’ previous experience relating to the quality of 
relationship they form with pupils.  
 
New accents on teacher interpersonal competence and learning from experiences as a part 
of education demand new approaches to teacher education. We argue that Socratic 
Dialogue in the Nelson and Heckmann tradition is an approach which can cater for both. 
The Socratic Dialogue4 trains the dialogic skills which are an important part of 
interpersonal competence. At the same time, the Socratic Dialogue also provides the 
conditions for experiencing learning in dialogue with and from each other. The dialogic 
skills the Socratic Dialogue employs are listening, formulating and reformulating, asking 
for clarification, checking for understanding, following on from, probing assumptions and 
explicating them, abstracting and concretizing. The experience of learning through 

                                                           
4  The capitalization of both ‘Socratic’ and ‘Dialogue’ was introduced by the members of Gesellschaft für 

Sokratisches Philosophieren (GSP) and consequently used by one of its members Gisela Raupach-Strey 

(2002) and will be used forthwith with the specific connotation of a group dialogue further defined in 2.1. 
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participation (Sfard, 1998) in a dialogic inquiry (Wells, 1999) and collaborative co-
construction of knowledge (Mercer, 1995, 2000) also includes understanding (Gadamer, 
2004) and being understood together with experiencing failing to understand and being 
misunderstood. Participating in the Socratic Dialogue may serve the purpose of self-
scrutiny of preconceptions about teaching and thus possibly lead to conceptual changes in 
student teachers and make them apply new concepts in their teaching.  
 
The interest in the Socratic Dialogue seems to be gathering momentum across the world, 
judging by the proceedings of the five international Socratic Dialogue conferences 
organised since 1996 (Brune & Krohn, 2005). The first two conferences accommodated 
mainly German and Dutch SD facilitators and experts and a few British ones. The fifth 
conference hosted participants from twenty-two different countries. The Socratic 
Dialogue has also found its way into many a philosophy classroom in secondary education 
and in a few primary schools (Saran & Neisser, 2004, Pihlgren, 2008). Piecemeal, it has 
been applied in Dutch higher education. However, it may be worthwhile to seriously 
consider it as a constitutive part of teacher-training curriculum.  
 
In the subsequent two sections, first the Socratic Dialogue will be defined and discussed 
in the context of its historical background and recent empirical research. Second, an 
application of the Socratic Dialogue will be examined by way of illustrating its merits and 
potential for teacher education.  
 

 
The Socratic Dialogue 

 
This section will first provide a brief historical sketch of the Socratic Dialogue set against 
other forms of Socratic method. The Socratic Dialogue will then be defined and presented 
in greater detail also showing how it dovetails with the recent theories of learning and 
instruction. Also, relevant empirical research in Socratic methods and the Socratic 
Dialogue will be reviewed and discussed.  

 
 
Socratic Methods and the Socratic Dialogue 

 
The origin of the Socratic Dialogue dates back to Socrates. Socrates was a Greek 
philosopher who lived in Athens in the 5th century BC and featured in the dialogues 
written later by his student Plato. Plato’s Dialogues are hence the best source available for 
Socrates’ philosophy and method. The Socrates’ method or maieutiké tèchne, as it is called in 
Greek, means the midwifery. Socrates claimed that just like his mother he was practising 
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midwifery. Only his mother helped pregnant women deliver babies, whereas he helped his 
followers deliver knowledge. He did so mostly by questioning: first driving his collocutors 
into self-contradiction (elenchus) and thus freeing them of their false preconceptions and 
then helping them deliver the true knowledge. Despite the great influence his life and 
philosophy had on Ancient Greek and Roman philosophy, in the Middle Ages, Socrates 
was hardly known as philosopher. The Renaissance interest in the Greek tradition brought 
Socrates back to the footlights. Since then, his philosophy has been exerting influence on 
major political and philosophical thinkers. His method, however has been revived only at 
the beginning of the 20th century by an educationally oriented German Neo-Kantian 
philosopher, Leonard Nelson, who used it in politics and education. As such it contained 
elements of the Socrates’ method from the Dialogues of Plato, and Kant’s critical scrutiny 
of the preconditions of our knowing, both of which Nelson saw as first attempts at critical 
self-analysis (Nelson as translated in Saran & Neisser, 2004, p. 140). The most important 
aspects of the Socrates’ method he took from Plato are questioning from a not-knowing 
point of view and teaching how to think for oneself. From Kant, he took inferring the 
principles underlying experiential judgment and termed it the method of regressive 
abstraction. It entails (Nelson as translated in Saran & Neisser, 2004, p. 134) disclosing the 
premises underlying an experiential judgment by inferring from the particular to the 
general. As such, it does not necessarily increase knowledge, but rather deepens it. 
Nelson’s student Gustav Heckmann expanded the pedagogical aspect of the Socratic 
Dialogue by introducing a distinction between the Socratic Dialogue Proper, the dialogue 
guided by rules, and the Meta Dialogue which was the dialogue about the Socratic 
Dialogue Proper. He also refined and explicated the rules into six pedagogical measures 
which will be dealt with shortly.  
 
 

Socratic Methods 
 
Before we continue dealing with the Socratic Dialogue in greater detail, it may be 
worthwhile stating that there are many other types of dialogic methods which claim 
kinship to Socrates’ method. For the purpose of this article we will list a few most 
dissimilar ones under the common denominator of Socratic methods. One of them is 
Socratic questioning. It has been used in psychotherapy as well as in teaching. The use of 
Socratic questioning in psychotherapy as ample as it is has grown problematic as it does 
not seem to be clearly defined anywhere (Carey & Mullan, 2004). There does not even 
appear to be a generally accepted description of the technique. Socratic questioning in 
teaching has come to mean applying certain types of questions to a discussion, such as 
clarification questions and questions probing assumptions (Yang, Newby & Bill 2005). In 
the narrow sense, Socratic questioning may just mean elenchus (Morrell, 2004), a sort of 
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cross-examination in which questions are asked about beliefs in such a way as to reveal 
contradictions. Socratic case method is similar to Socratic questioning. It is defined by 
Parkinson (2002) as a teacher led discussion of a case in order to discover the underlying 
principles. It has been applied in most American law schools since 1860s. Its chief merit 
lies in engaging active student participation in their learning under the guidance of an 
expert. There is also a peculiar phenomenon of written Socratic dialogue. Quite a few 
scholars and teachers write their own Socratic dialogues (Turnbull & Mullins, 2007; 
Neitzke & Fehr, 2003; Longo, 2007) emulating Plato to get points across ranging from 
personal reflection and teaching responsibility in medical ethics to the concept of mole in 
chemistry.  
 
 

The Socratic Dialogue 
 

Unlike the Socratic methods, the topic of this article is the Socratic Dialogue. We propose 
the following definition of the Socratic Dialogue based on Heckmann (1981), Kessels 
(1999), Saran and Neisser (2004), and Brune and Krohn (2005). The Socratic Dialogue is a 
philosophical group dialogue in which the participants guided by a facilitator and a number of ground rules 
strive to reach a consensus in answering a fundamental question on the basis of a real-life example or 
incident with the purpose of achieving new insights. In practice, it may last anything between two 
hours and two days. The group may be as small as six participants and as large as twelve. 
Being a philosophical dialogue, it tries to provide arguments and explicate hidden 
premises (Nelson, 1994). As it is a group dialogue, it is well structured and follows a 
particular method. Kessels (1997) distinguishes three phases: pre-dialogue, main dialogue 
and post-dialogue. The latter two correspond to ‘Socratic Dialogue Proper’ and ‘Meta 
Dialogue’ respectively, as termed by Heckmann (1981). The pre-dialogue consists in 
formulating the question and collecting examples in which the question takes central part. 
Main dialogue includes choosing and exploring the example and answering the question. 
This phase distinguishes between dialogue about the subject, dialogue about strategy and 
meta-dialogue. The post-dialogue evaluates the proceedings and sometimes further 
analyses the question. The method can best be described in terms of Heckmann’s (1981) 
six pedagogical measures the facilitator employs during the Socratic Dialogue. The 
facilitator is impartial to the content in order to ensure the participants’ deployment of 
their own capacity to judge (1); he stimulates working from the concrete and thus incites 
the participants to ground general statements in concrete examples (2); a mutual 
understanding is promoted and ensured (3); the facilitator keeps the group’s focus on the 
current question (4); the group is encouraged to strive for consensus in terms of valid 
inter-subjective statements (5); and the facilitator intervenes in order to steer the dialogue 
in fruitful direction (6). In discussing the six measures, Heckmann (1981) emphasizes the 
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chief goal of the Socratic Dialogue, it being to assist participants in their efforts to reach 
insights (Heckmann as translated in Saran & Neisser, 2004, p. 113). Through applying the 
six pedagogical measures, the facilitator steers the dialogue and makes sure the important 
questions are being dealt with and significant contributions taken up. However, the 
participants’ own emerging judgement should not be impinged on by the facilitator. 
Furthermore, Heckmann points out that the facilitator and the participants are equally 
responsible for upholding the pedagogical measures as shaped in the rules of the Socratic 
Dialogue (Heckmann as translated in Saran & Neisser, 2004, p. 115). 
 
Regarding the fundamental question, whatever the topic, it always involves concept 
elucidation (Nelson as translated in Saran & Neisser, 2004). A constructivist way of 
looking at concept elucidation is what Kessels (1997) calls concept formation. Along the 
same lines, we would like to emphasize the communal aspect of concept formation and 
call this process common concept formation. This term captures the procedure in Socratic 
Dialogue which bears specific relevance for teaching and teacher education. It stresses 
that it is not a concept that forms itself, but rather a group of participants who form the 
concept together. The togetherness of the group is guaranteed by applied Socratic 
pedagogy (Boghossian, 2002) which shifts power from persons to propositions. The 
general question or statement is in the focus of attention and not individual participants. 
Vygotsky (1986) defines concept formation, in terms of individual development of child’s 
thinking as a creative, not a mechanical process requiring both analysis and synthesis or as 
he puts it ‘in genuine concept formation, it is equally important to unite and separate’ 
(Vygotsky, 1986, p. 135). This is what Socratic Dialogue warrants by pedagogical measure 
number two: working from the concrete and grounding general statements in the 
concrete. In the Socratic Dialogue concept formation takes place both as a part of 
communication and as a conscious effort of a group of people wanting to learn from each 
other and with each other. The common concept formation will be illustrated in section 
three of this article.  
 
  

Empirical Research 
 
Does the Socratic Dialogue really work? Do Socratic methods work at all? Compared to 
the widespread use of all sorts of the latter and the growing interest in the former, there 
has been strikingly little empirical research in the field. This section will first discuss four 
relevant instances of empirical research: two on Socratic methods and two on the Socratic 
Dialogue itself. The Socratic methods discussed will be Socratic questioning and the 
Socratic case method.  
 



The Socratic Dialogue in Teacher Education 

25 

 

 
Socratic Methods 

 
A study into the effects of Socratic questioning on veterinary students’ critical thinking 
skills (Yang et al., 2005) showed positive effects. The study was of an interrupted time 
series quasi-experimental style spread over two consecutive sixteen-week semesters. 
Sixteen students of a distance-learning course took part in online asynchronous discussion 
forums, eleven of whom during treatment I and five during treatment II. Treatment I was 
designed to investigate the efficacy of manipulation in promoting students’ critical skills 
and consisted of three pre-measurements in the first half of the semester followed by 
intervention and post-measurements in the second half. Treatment II started with 
intervention and post-measurements in the first half of the semester and continued by 
delayed measurements in the second half in order to measure the retention of critical skills 
after the manipulation. The manipulation consisted in four facilitated online discussions 
employing Socratic questioning. The types of questions used were clarification questions, 
questions asking for reason and evidence and questions probing assumptions. During 
each discussion, the instructor invited students to post an argument including a 
supporting example for one of the points in the discussion. Each student was expected to 
react to at least one other student’s posting and at the end of discussion either summarize 
the main points or write a brief reflection about the discussion. The class discussions were 
qualitatively analysed with a coding scheme including interaction analysis as well as depth 
of critical thinking. Students who participated in facilitated discussions in Treatment II 
were of a significantly higher quality than those from the counter group in Treatment I 
who had not followed the facilitated online discussion. At the end of the experiment, all 
the students seemed to more critically ask and answer questions to clarify ideas and to 
negotiate meaning and identify areas of agreement and disagreement. Quantitative results 
were shaped by the scores on California Critical Thinking Skills Test (CCTST). The post-
course results were significantly higher in both Treatment I and II groups. The results 
encouraged the authors to recommend Socratic questioning as a means to fostering critical 
thinking skills in distance learning via Asynchronous Discussion Forums.  
 
A comparative experimental study (Parkinson & Ekachai, 2002) examined two parallel 
Public Relations courses, one of which was taught in a traditional lecture format, and the 
other using a slightly adapted Socratic case method. The Socratic case method mainly 
entails instructors questioning students closely about a case, involving principal issues, 
their arguments and underlying doctrines, and comparisons with other cases. (Garvin, 
2003). The adaptation consisted in using introductory weeks in which the technique and 
its background were explained. The self-reported reactions and perceptions of 67-student 
treatment group and 86-student control group were compared. Pre and post test 
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questionnaires were supplemented by discussions with focus groups of 50 self-selected 
students from the treatment group. They were asked what they liked and did not like 
about the course. The results showed that the course using Socratic case method provided 
significantly more opportunities to practise critical thinking: the treatment group mean 
was 5.78 (SD = 1.00) against the control group mean of 5.00 (SD = 1.02) with an effect 
size 0.78. The Socratic case method also provided significantly more solving of practical 
public relations problems: the treatment group mean was 5.58 (SD = 1.10) against the 
mean of the control group of 4.73 (SD = 1.16) and effect size 0.77.  

 
 
The Socratic Dialogue 
 

As for the Socratic Dialogue, there has been very little empirical research and relatively 
much experiential account. Heckmann and many Socratic Dialogue facilitators after him 
held descriptive journals on their experiences in institutions ranging from the Hochschule 
(Heckmann, 1981) via secondary (Saran, 1998 as cited in Saran & Neisser, 2004, 
Goldstein, 2000 as cited in Saran & Neisser, 2004) and primary school classrooms 
(Delgehausen, 2000 as cited in Saran & Neisser, 2004) to the business consultancy settings 
(Kessels, 1997). The experiential accounts of the employment of the Socratic Dialogue in 
education reported the impression of the significance Socratic Dialogue can have for the 
ethical awareness and competence among staff and students and improving their thinking 
skills (Imison, 2002). Delgehausen (2000) noticed that Socratic Dialogue was enhancing 
self-confidence in seven-year olds and raising their awareness of ethical problems in their 
relationships with others. Very often the participants and the facilitators reported the 
effect Socratic Dialogue had on heightening listening skills (Saran, 1998). Aside from such 
favourable experiential accounts, there has not been much evidence of the effects of 
Socratic Dialogue. The need for empirical research has been felt for quite some time now. 
For example, Leal (2000) called for empirical research into the effects of Socratic 
Dialogue. In the meantime, only two such attempts have been made so far and they will 
be discussed forthwith.  
 
The first was a two-year research project (Griessler, Littig, Hüsing, Zimmer, Santos, 
Muñoz, et al., 2004) geared towards increasing public involvement in the debates on xeno-
transplantation. Half of the project engaged the research on the efficacy of the Socratic 
Dialogue following a set of rules clearly reflecting Heckmann’s six pedagogical measures. 
Two Socratic Dialogues took place in three different European countries starting off with 
the same question among the total of 55 participants selected by their professions. The 
effects of the six dialogues were evaluated by observers-evaluators who were on the 
research team and did not participate, and the participants’ self-reports. It was not clear 
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what framework the observers had used. Two rounds of interviews were held: one before 
and one immediately after a Socratic Dialogue. The aspects such as input, process, output 
and impact were assessed. Among the conclusions, it was stated that there was a clear 
instance of raising awareness for the ethics of xeno-transplantation in terms of increased 
understanding of the subject and acquaintance with its various aspects. The majority 
would recommend the Socratic Dialogue in further discussions on the ethics of xeno-
transplantation as they very much appreciated the clear structure of the dialogues created 
by the rules. The participants’ high expectations regarding improvement of 
communication patterns and capability of coping with ethical questions were met 
substantially. After the respective dialogues, the majority stated that they had been able to 
improve their capabilities regarding interpersonal communication. They had experienced a 
dialogue that was egalitarian for all participants, enabled them to listen to their dialogue 
partners, to refer to other participants’ arguments, to understand other persons’ opinions, 
and to tolerate other opinions. The participants also learned to question their own 
positions as well as those of other participants.  
 
Only recently, there has been another research into the effects of the Socratic Dialogue in 
the classroom (Pihlgren, 2008). The research was a longitudinal phenomenological study 
of the group interaction among children between the age of five and sixteen during 
Socratic seminars over the period of three years. The seminars were a group dialogue on 
the basis of literature, newspaper article or a piece of art. It is not clear how long they 
lasted or what shape they precisely took. Teachers would facilitate the Socratic Dialogues 
according to the rules mainly reflecting the six pedagogical measures. Six teachers 
volunteered and followed Socratic seminars beforehand. At least three sessions per group 
were filmed. The seminars were studied at their best. Selected five-minute sequences were 
transcribed and qualitatively analysed after the last seminar had taken place. The sequences 
were selected on account of a few criteria like introduction of and dealing with a new idea 
and broken rules. The conclusion was that Socratic dialogues were more polyphonic than 
everyday classroom practice and that they nurtured cooperation and critical skills. Also, a 
clear growth in skilfulness equally present in younger and older children was stated. Both 
students and teachers became more skilled over time as was made visible in that e.g. 
skilled participants shifted their interaction from a conversation to a dialogic inquiry; 
longer verbal pauses were accepted and the students were not preoccupied with keeping 
the conversation going but rather went more into dialogic inquiry.  
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How the Socratic Dialogue Works: An Example 
 
A particular case of the Socratic Dialogue is presented here by way of illustrating how 
interpersonal competence of the participants was worked on through the application of 
the six pedagogical measures and how the common concept formation took place. First 
the context will be briefly sketched, then the common concept formation presented 
followed by a discussion of a number of excerpts from the transcription of the dialogue 
presenting the practice of particular interpersonal skills.  

 
 

The Context 
 

The Socratic Dialogue presented here focused on the question ‘What is a person?’ The 
question had been preset as ‘person’ was one of the key concepts in the Ethics module 
within which this Socratic Dialogue took place. The module was part of an extensive 
philosophy course, taught in English, the participants had followed for eight months. The 
course workload was about twenty hours a week.  
There were eight participants all of whom, including the facilitator were speakers of 
English as a second language. Five of them were student teachers and three were social 
work students. Prior to the particular session, they had practised Socratic Dialogue in the 
same group composition on five occasions facilitated by the course teacher. The Dialogue 
rendered here was led by a guest facilitator, an experienced philosophy teacher and a 
Socratic Dialogue facilitator.  
 
Just before the start of the Dialogue, the participants were asked to write down their own 
definitions of ‘a person’ on separate slips of paper which they then handed in. The same 
was asked of them following the closure of the Dialogue. The Dialogue lasted for about 
two hours. The first half of the Dialogue consisted of two sub phases: listing examples of 
‘persons’ and in choosing and clarifying one example. Every participant had thought in 
advance of an example illustrating what they meant by ‘a person’. The examples ranged 
from ‘a classroom full of persons’ through ‘a person of a child-day-care worker’, ‘a person 
of a fellow participant in a Socratic-Dialogue session, ‘the persons of a mother and three 
daughters, all related and yet very different’, ‘a person of a newborn’ to ‘the death of a 
person’ and ‘absence of person in a dead body. The example chosen by a wide margin was 
a situation in which the example giver experienced absence of a person while 
contemplating the body of a dead fellow pupil. Arguments provided were that the absence 
of a person may cast light on what person is and therefore direct us in answering the main 
question: what is a person?  
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The example-clarification sub phase focused on the difference between the appearances 
of the person when he had been alive and after he passed away. First the example giver 
described the situation when he saw his fellow pupil dead in his room in the boarding 
school he attended at the time. He said he was shocked and curious to see the body. All of 
a sudden he had realized there and then that the body was not Paul anymore. Paul’s 
person was absent. In the example-clarification phase, it was established that the example 
giver had known Paul only for one year. It was also stated that there had been a great 
difference in the appearance of Paul when he had been alive and even asleep and after he 
had died.  
 
The Socratic Dialogue Proper (Heckmann, 1981) took the other half of the Dialogue 
including a six-minute Meta Dialogue (Heckmann, 1981). The answer to the main 
question started off by ‘A person is a combination of body and soul’. The body was 
further specified as the body which was able to respond. However, according to the 
participants, it was not the body that made a human being a person but rather a soul or a 
spark or something that made a person alive. Furthermore, the concept of combination 
was specified as two things belonging together and therefore perhaps better denoted as 
‘composition’. However, there was a position saying that neither body nor combination of 
body and soul made a person, but rather something else, a soul perhaps, which continued 
its existence after the body had died. Therefore a person was actually a soul that needed 
the body to manifest itself to other persons. 
  
The facilitator pointed out that the current definition assumed a duality of soul and body 
which was questioned by the suggestion that a person was a soul with a body in this 
world. The claim that a person was a person even if the body was not there was 
challenged by a question how we knew it was a person if we could not see him or her. 
Because we could experience soul differently, was the first answer to the challenge. This 
different experiencing turned out to be the experience of a person stored in our memory. 
The memory strain was not picked up by the group in spite of the facilitator’s two 
attempts at that. The ‘combination’ concept had been discussed in terms of greater 
importance of soul or body. The Dialogue had to be stopped before any agreement was 
reached on the specification of ‘combination’ or ‘soul’.  
 
 

Common Concept Formation 
 
Common concept Formation (CCF) will be presented as it took place in the Dialogue and 
in a brief comparative analysis of the predefinitions and postdefinitions of the concept 
‘person’. Just before the start of the Socratic Dialogue and immediately after the end, the 
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participants were given three minutes time to write down their own definitions of the 
concept.  
 
The concept ‘person’ started emerging already in the round of examples. Every participant 
had an, if unarticulated, nevertheless strong idea of the concept. The common concept 
formation began after the example had been chosen and the example giver was asked to 
clarify it. A relational and a phenomenological strand of the concept meaning were taken 
up, developed along separate lines and eventually merged. Figure 1 shows a diagram of the 
concept formation along the lines of person as it is and person as it is perceived. 
Eventually there was an agreement that a person is a combination of body and soul. 
However, as to the nature of this combination there was no agreement. There were still 
views held that soul could leave one body and move into another next to the views that a 
person is a living body, meaning that one cannot exist without the other.  
 
Figure 1. Concept Map of ‘a person’ 
 

 

It is worthwhile looking at how the common concept formation influenced the personal 

concept formation. Participants’ personal pre and postdefinitions were compared in terms 
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of word count, the type of definition and reiteration of the terms from the common 

concept formation. Table 1 shows pre and postdefinitions per participant.  

 

Table 1. Pre and postdefinitions of ‘a person’ 
Participant Predefinition  Postdefinition  

Aysun   A person is a human being with its 

unique character/personality. (11) 

A person is a human being who has a 

character of her/his own. He or she is unique 

in his or her own form. Human being  (soul 

+ body + will + ego). (31) 

Cornelis 

 

A human being who is actively using 

his/her physical or mental (or both) 

potentials. (14) 

A person: a soul using a body to express itself, 

through emotions / activities/ gestures / etc. 

Only when expressing itself. (19) 

Dorothy Someone that has come out of a womb 

of someone that somehow resembles 

that one that came out. (18) 

A person is: a composition of body and soul 

here on earth: an animated body. After death: 

the essence of someone (which I think is the 

soul) lives on in another dimension, non-

material (body  material) and in the memory 

of loved ones. (42) 

Jenny A person is someone who breathes, lives 

and can think, use the brains for acting.  

15 

A person is someone recognizable by the 

composition of body and soul.  

12 

Jeroen  

(started the SD) 

A person is: an individual who develops 

by internal and external factors to 

become that individual. This 

development is related to the qualities 

this person has. Further this person is of 

flesh and blood and has all qualities to be 

classified as a human. (42) 

A person is a combination of body and soul 

wherein the body functions as an expression 

mechanism for the soul wherein the body’s 

capabilities create the abilities of the soul or 

limit them. A flower is not a person but can it 

have a soul!? Is matter moving a person? (50) 

Lilian A person is a human being who can 

think and feel and is conscious of it. (16) 

A person is something we experience if we are 

with that person. It is not the body, the body 

is a way of being a person on this earth, but 

something extra (call it a soul). If someone 

dies, that person is not dead! (44) 

Niels 

(the example 

provider) 

 

A person is an individual or human being 

with a personality, a soul. (13) 

A person is a combination of body and 

soul/spark …(10) 

Trinie A person is an individual human being 

with connection body-soul-mind. (12) 

A person is a part of your soul, that is on this 

earth, that needs a body as a vehicle to 

manifest itself on this earth. (26) 
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The word count shows that six out of eight postdefinitions were longer than their 

counterparts. In two cases of shorter postdefinitions their counterparts were not much 

longer by three words only. One can conclude that postdefinitions tended to be longer 

than the predefinitions. Considering the type, all but two definitions are ontological 

answering what person is. Lilian’s and Trinie’s postdefinitions are epistemological in the 

sense that they refer to how a person is perceived. With regard to the concept formation, 

one of the first things is a conspicuous presence of ‘human being’ in predefinition and its 

absence in all but one postdefinition. Furthermore, only two predefinitions refer to ‘body 

and soul’, whereas all eight postdefinitions refer to this concept pair. Terms combination 

and composition occur in four postdefinitions. This reflects the fact that only a partial 

agreement was reached on an answer to the question ‘what is soul?’ Three of the 

remaining four acknowledge the primacy of the soul over body. Moreover, contrary to 

their counterparts, the postdefinitions contain reiterations of the terms such as 

‘expressing’, ‘the essence of someone’, ‘a vehicle on this earth’, ‘manifest itself’, ‘spark’ and 

‘memory’, all of which were dealt with in the Dialogue.  

 

The Six Pedagogical Measures 

Here follows the discussion of the six measures as exemplified by the Socratic Dialogue in 
question and their effects on the participants’ interpersonal skills. The excerpts are taken 
from the transcript5. ‘F’ stands for the facilitator; other letters stand for the initials of the 
participants’ names.  

                                                           
5 The following transcription conventions were used.  
Layout  Turns are numbered consecutively. Within turns, each new utterance starts on a new line. 
  
X  Speakers are indicated by name or initial letter of name. 
- Incomplete utterances or restarts are shown by a hyphen on the end of the segment that 

was not completed.  
- Continuations after an intervening speaker are shown preceded by a hyphen. 
. One period marks a perceptible pause. Thereafter, each period corresponds to one second 

of pause. 
? ! These punctuation marks are used to mark utterances that are judged to have an 

interrogative or exclamatory intention. 
CAPS Capitals are used for words spoken with emphasis. 
< >  Angle brackets enclose segments about which the transcriber is uncertain. 
* Passages that were insufficiently clear to transcribe are shown with asterisk, one for each 

word judged to have been spoken. 
____ When two participants speak at once, the overlapping segments are underlined and 

vertically aligned. 
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The facilitator was mainly methodically present throughout the Dialogue. This is evident 
from the number of facilitator’s turns. We stipulate a turn to be a clearly marked off 
speech sequence by only one speaker. Out of 248 turns the Socratic Dialogue Proper 
consisted of, the facilitator took 97 turns, of which the 24 steered the content, 44 steered 
the process and regarded the rules, 29 followed up previous interventions or encouraged 
or helped participants by e.g. supplying an English word. Only one intervention added 
new content to the dialogue in its concluding section. In this way, the facilitator strove to 
obey the six pedagogical measures and have them obeyed by the participants.  

With regard to pedagogical measures one and two, the facilitator encouraged, when 
necessary, the participants to refer back to the example and thus work from the concrete, 
lines 1120 - 1126:  

 
   D (seemingly gives summary again) *** she said you can’t replace a body 

with something else so a person is an animated body like a hand in 
glove and glove being the body and hand being the person – 

   F or Paul being alive being a person and Paul being dead is not a person 
anymore (referring back to the example) 

     So please refer back to the example 
    D Paul after ** while person ** alive 

 
In this way, the participants are encouraged to venture an in depth analysis of one 
example rather than fleeing into the superficial broadness of involving new examples. In 
this way they practice searching for underlying assumptions and meanings. Besides, they 
practised grounding their abstract statements in a concrete example and reformulating as 
shown by lines 1329 - 1332: 
 
    Je When Paul was deceased he couldn’t – eh – react anymore – he  

 couldn’t . express himself – he – eh - the body was there . but the soul 
was gone (questioningly looking at Niels) . .  

 
Measure three was adhered to as well. The participants regularly checked for 
understanding and almost always followed on from what had been said. Only on two 
occasions did the facilitator need to intervene on this account. One out of twelve 

                                                                                                                                                          
‘‘ Words that are quoted or passages that are read aloud are enclosed in inverted commas. 
( ) Interpretations of what was said or descriptions of the manner in which it was said are 

enclosed in parentheses.  
[ ] Square brackets enclose descriptions of other relevant behaviour.                                                                                                                               
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participants’ turns was checking for understanding or asking clarification. The skills of 
checking for understanding and listening were practised as illustrated by lines 1128 - 1133:  
  
   C I don’t really get what the problem is – I’m – I’m – I’m – I don’t know 

if you’re against the combination [turning to Lilian] part or the body 
part .  

 If I can say ‘against’ – I’m just not sure why you don’t agree with this 
[pointing to the screen] .  

   L I don’t agree with a person IS a COMBINATION of body and soul .  
 I agree that the part of body is needed to – for a person – yeah in this 

world  
  
Regarding measure four, the focus was kept on the main question as illustrated by lines 

1494 – 1499: 

 

   C the soul is like the biggest part – you know like 75 . 25 percent 

[laughter] 

   D [nodding] I think that they are related but soul can exist without the 

body part  

      Can enter another body  

    F if we go back to the memory .  

      when you think of a person . what do you think of?  

    J  you think of what somebody did – 

 

The facilitator clearly steered away from the reincarnation issue back towards the main 

question: what is a person? At the same time she picked up the concept of ‘memory’ 

judging it to be a significant contribution (measure six). In this manner, the participants 

practise continuating the line of conversation and critical listening.  

 

With respect to measure five, a consensus was stimulated as illustrated by lines 1453-1455: 

 

   C  I think that eh the - the- the basic thing we agreed upon is that however 

you see the soul . you need a body to express it .  

      That I think we reached a consensus on .    

  

Thus the common concept formation was promoted and listening exercised.  

In steering the dialogue in fruitful direction (measure six), the facilitator also tried to make 

sure that important questions were dealt with. Lines 989 – 993 illustrate this.  
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   F As it is we’ve got a COMBINATION . mind you . a combination of 
the two .  
We somehow assumed that there are two which are combined and then 
there’s – and  

  then there is a question .  
 yes . but which of the two is actually a person – makes a person a 

person?  
 Which means that there’s still this division – this division assumed . 

isn’t there?  

 
Again, this measure clearly contributes towards a successful common concept formation. 
The six pedagogical measures have thus been illustrated by means of excerpts from a 
concrete instance of Socratic Dialogue. Being upheld by both the participants and the 
facilitator, they made sure the previously discussed common concept formation (3.2.) took 
place and that the interpersonal skills of checking for understanding, listening, probing 
underlying assumptions, reformulating and, in short, thinking together were trained.  

 

 

Conclusions and Implications 

 

This article has presented a possible answer to the growing need for interpersonal 

sensitivity in teachers and the demand for learning from experiences next to theory in 

teacher education. The answer consisted in proposing the Socratic Dialogue as a method 

for training teachers’ dialogic skills and providing them with an intensive experience of 

common construction of knowledge (Mercer, 1995). The Socratic Dialogue was defined 

and distinguished from other Socratic methods. Its claimed merits were discussed in the 

context of a sociocultural approach to learning as dialogic inquiry (Wells, 1999; Gibbons, 

2006; Mercer, 2007). Its methodological and procedural aspects were presented in the 

light of its historical background (Nelson, 1994; Heckman, 1981; Kessels, 1997) and 

recent literature (Imison, 2002; Leal, 2000; Raupach-Strey, 2002; Saran, 1998; Delnooij & 

Dalen, 2003; Brune & Krohn, 2005). The empirical research of both Socratic methods 

(Yang et al., 2005, Parkinson & Ekachai, 2002) and the Socratic Dialogue (Griessler et al., 

2004; Pihlgren, 2008) were reviewed providing some preliminary evidence of their effects. 

Also, an example of Socratic Dialogue was examined in terms of the six pedagogical 

measures (Heckman, 1981) and the common concept formation.  

 

The growing popularity and practice of Socratic Dialogues requires regular and clear 

adjustments in its definition and the growing body of theory behind it. This article took 
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two steps forward in this respect. A definition was provided and a theoretical adjustment 

made. The definition (2.1.2.) was formulated on the basis of the literature review. It stated 

the form, the content and the function of the Socratic Dialogue. As such we feel it 

provides a sound basis for the future discourse about Socratic Dialogue, its 

implementation and empirical research into its effects. The adjustment we made consisted 

in the introduction of the common concept formation which, we argue, grasps an important 

value of the Socratic Dialogue especially in the context of teacher education (2.1.2.). In 

this way, the communal aspect of concept formation was emphasised as a form of 

communication in which participants make a conscious group effort to learn with and 

from each other. This may help student teachers review and deepen the understanding of 

their role in scaffolding pupil’s learning. 

 

The presented empirical research (Yang et al., 2005; Parkinson & Ekachai, 2002; Griessler 

et al. 2004; Pihlgren, 2008) shed light on the merits of the Socratic Dialogue such as clear 

structure that enables polyphonic dialogue, improving communication patterns, 

questioning one’s own position as well as that of others, nurturing critical thinking skills 

and dialogic inquiry in the sense of deepening a dialogue rather than broadening it. These 

results together with the definition and the potential of the common concept formation all set 

the stage for future research. 

 

We would like to conclude with two recommendations: a way of integrating Socratic 
Dialogue in a teacher education programme and a line of further research. A scenario for 
incorporating Socratic Dialogue in teacher education may include an introductory 
intensive training in the beginning of the curriculum and a number of follow up sessions 
dispersed over the rest of the curriculum. The questions and topics can originate from the 
theoretical content of the curriculum with the view of bridging the gap between student 
teachers’ teaching practice and the theoretical concepts they learn (Wubbels, 1992). With 
regard to further research, we recommend quasi-experimental research including control 
and treatment groups set in a teacher training environment, where the treatment would 
consist in a substantial Socratic Dialogue training of at least seven four-hour sessions, 
incorporated into the curriculum of an existing teacher education programme. On the 
methodological note, a clearly defined intervention requires a clear way of assessing the 
implementation and quality of concrete Socratic Dialogues. Therefore an assessment 
instrument is needed which will allow a trained observer to assess the Socratic Dialogues 
constituting the intervention. Such an instrument is not available and needs to be 
developed.  
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CHAPTER 36  

EFFECTS OF PARTICIPATING IN A COURSE IN SOCRATIC DIALOGUE ON 
TEACHERS’ BELIEFS AND STATEMENTS ON LEARNING 

 

Abstract 

This paper presents two studies, a quasi-experimental study and a supplementary content-
analysis one. The former evaluates the effects of a Socratic Dialogue course on student-
teachers’ beliefs about communication in learning and instruction. The latter sheds light 
on the development in the experimental group’s statements on learning. Drawing on the 
sociocultural theory of learning, we developed two instruments, one to measure teachers’ 
beliefs in terms of an inventory and one to capture the development of the participants’ 
statements on learning. The teacher belief survey measured no effects possibly due to a ceiling 
effect, whereas the teacher-statement-on-learning coding scheme disclosed a shift from acquisition 
to participation orientation. Recommendations are made for teacher education and future 
research.  

 

Introduction 

We investigated a potentially fruitful teacher-education method, a course in Socratic 
Dialogue, in terms of its effects on teachers’ beliefs, in particular those about 
communication in learning and instruction. The Socratic Dialogue is a form of Socratic 
method as developed by Nelson (1920’s) and Heckmann (1981). It is a group dialogue 
about a fundamental question led by a facilitator who applies Socratic questioning to the 
input brought in exclusively by the group. For full discussion of the Socratic Dialogue see 
Knežić, Wubbels, Elbers and Hajer (2010). We expected this highly participatory method 
to shift student teachers’ beliefs from a predominantly acquisition-oriented stance to a 
more participation-oriented one (Sfard, 1998).  

Sfard (1998) distinguishes two mutually exclusive metaphors for leaning under which she 
subsumes all the theories and views of learning known at the time. The acquisition 
metaphor encompasses views in which learning is acquiring knowledge and all 

                                                           
6 Knežić, D., Wubbels, T., Elbers, E. & Hajer, M. (2011). Effects of participating in a course in Socratic 

Dialogue on teachers’ beliefs and statements on learning. Manuscript submitted for publication.  
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appertaining types of entities resulting in a state of knowing something disregarding the 
context. Conversely, the participation metaphor entails theories of learning as context-
bound actions, activities and processes of becoming a member of a certain community. In 
the acquisition metaphor, the learner is a recipient or reconstructor with the goal of 
individual enrichment, whereas in the participation metaphor the learner is a peripheral 
participator or an apprentice aiming at community building (cf. Lave & Wenger, 1991). In 
the former, knowing is a property or a possession, whereas in the latter it is participating 
or belonging. Sociocultural theory of learning clearly falls under the participation 
metaphor. The central place it gives to dialogue affords the learner participation as an 
apprentice in the adult community.  

Teacher’s beliefs seem to stand in preservice teachers’ way of applying this knowledge in 
their instructional practice (Wubbels, 1992; Pajares, 1992). Holding largely acquisition-
oriented beliefs (Sfard, 1998), teachers appear to adhere to the ‘forms of instruction that 
emphasize factual and procedural knowledge at the expense of deeper levels of 
understanding (Prawat, 1992, p. 354). Disregarding where and how the beliefs concerning 
educational matters were shaped, they seem to be very persistent and highly influential in 
the classroom (Raths, 2001). Teachers’ belief systems not only influence their reactions to 
daily teaching situations, but also colour their perception and differentiation of the 
situations (Anderson, 2001). For example, Mansour (2008) found that it was mainly 
teachers’ religious experience and beliefs that shaped their beliefs and practices related to 
teaching science through Science-Technology-Society issues. Beswick (2007) identified a 
set of secondary mathematics teachers’ beliefs underpinning their creation of classroom 
environments concordant with constructivist principles. In four case studies, Haney and 
McArthur (2002) discovered that at least two kinds of beliefs influenced their teachers’ 
practice, central beliefs which dictated the subsequent teaching behaviours, and peripheral 
ones which were stated but not operationalised.  

We addressed the problem of acquisition-oriented beliefs under three assumptions. One, 
individuals’ behaviour has its basis in their beliefs (Rokeach, 1972; Markman, 1989; 
Pajares, 1992; Cooney, 2001; Raths, 2001); two, beliefs on learning and teaching are very 
early acquired and thus tremendously resistant to change (Markman, 1989; Raths, 2001), 
and three, most views on learning and instruction can be described through the concepts 
of acquisition and participation metaphors (Sfard, 1998) discussed above.  

We employed Pajares’ definition of belief: ‘an individual’s judgement of the truth or falsity 
of a proposition, a judgement that can only be inferred from a collective understanding of 
what human beings say, intend, and do.’ (Pajares 1992, p. 316). We focused on the beliefs 
about communication as communication was recognized to be at the very basis of 
learning and instruction (Fillmore & Snow, 2002). In considering communication, we 
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followed Habermas’ distinction between communicative action, directed towards 
understanding, and strategic action, directed towards success (Habermas, 1984). We would 
like to argue that the acquisition-oriented views on learning can be associated with 
strategic action, e.g. instructional action which tries to impart knowledge and measures its 
success in pupil’s ability to reproduce it. On the other hand, participation-oriented 
instruction can be seen as communicative action directed towards affording pupil 
participation (Lave and Wenger, 1991; Mercer, 2000; Wegerif, 2007) and promoting 
understanding (Gadamer, 1975; Habermas, 1984; Wells, 1999). It is on these grounds and 
in view of our previous study (Knežić et al., 2010) that a course in the Socratic Dialogue 
had been chosen as an intervention in the attempt to influence teachers’ beliefs about 
communication.  

As stated, the Socratic Dialogue is a form of Socratic method as developed by Nelson and 
Heckmann (1981). It is a philosophical group dialogue (Kessels, 1999; Saran & Neisser, 
2004) ‘in which the participants guided by a facilitator and six pedagogical measures strive 
to reach a consensus in answering a fundamental question on the basis of one real-life 
example with the purpose of achieving new insights.’ (Knežić et al., 2010, p. 1105). The 
six pedagogical measures (Heckmann, 1981) are employed by the facilitator who remains 
impartial to the content of the dialogue in order to ensure the participants’ deployment of 
their own capacity to judge (1); stimulate working from the concrete thus inciting the 
participants to ground general insights in the concrete example (2); promote and ensure 
mutual understanding (3); keep the group’s focus on the current question (4); encourage 
the group to strive for consensus in terms of valid inter-subjective statements (5); and 
intervene in order to steer the dialogue in a fruitful direction (6) (Knežić et al., 2010). 
Following on from, checking for understanding, abstracting, concretising, summarising, follow-up 
questioning and synthesising are all necessary skills for a successful instantiation of the 
Socratic Dialogue. In the Socratic Dialogue mere opinions (Gadamer, 1975) thus 
disintegrate under the force of argument and in the remaining open space, new concepts 
are jointly formed and insights reached. The beliefs are both peer-examined and self-
examined in an emotionally heightened sphere of a group process. So both cognitive and 
emotional aspects of the individual participants are intensely addressed and with them 
their beliefs which typically contain both cognitive and emotional elements (Rokeach, 
1968). This adds power to the argument about the Socratic Dialogue’s potential to change 
beliefs.  

The aim of this quasi-experimental study involving an experimental and a control group, 
was to evaluate the impact of the course in the Socratic Dialogue on student teachers’ 
beliefs and to offer a more detailed view on the development of the experimental group’s 
way of thinking about learning. A teacher belief survey produced quantitative data which 
were analysed for effects of the course. The student teachers’ statements on learning in 
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the experimental group were identified by means of a content analysis of the qualitative 
data obtained from written learning expectations from the course in Socratic Dialogue, the 
first written impressions of it, and the spoken and written reports of the experiences it 
brought about in the participants.  

 

 

Method  

 

Design 

 

The research consisted of two parts, a quasi-experimental study and a supplementary 

content analysis study. The quasi-experimental research with a pretest-post-test design 

involving a control and an experimental group was conducted among preservice Bachelor 

and inservice Master of Education students preparing for teaching in various content 

areas. A teacher belief survey gathered data before the intervention, immediately after the 

intervention and three months later. The 3-month follow-up measurement was performed 

only for the experimental group. At that time the control group technically ceased to be a 

control group because the participants were themselves now in the middle of the course 

which had constituted the intervention. The supplementary study gathered qualitative data 

consisting of 7 sets: the motives of the student teachers to participate in the course (1), the 

first log entry during the course (2), the first contributions to the online forum of the 

course(3); the self-reported effects in the last session (4), the last contributions to the 

online forum (5), the last log entry (6), and in the e-mail one year after the intervention in 

response to the question what they had learned in the Socratic Dialogue course (7). The 

motives for taking part in Socratic Dialogue course were produced prior to the 

intervention on the basis of brief information provided in the recruitment letter saying 

Socratic Dialogue course would teach them how to engage pupils more actively in the 

learning process. The first log entry and the first online-forum contributions took place in 

the week following the first session on the basis of the first experience with Socratic 

Dialogue. The effects of the course as experienced by the participants were reported on 

three occasions all of which immediately following the intervention (the last session, the 

last online forum and the last log entry), and in the e-mail one year later.  
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Participants 

 

The participants were 36 student-teachers who opted for the credited course in the 

Socratic Dialogue. The experimental and the control groups were matched according to 

age, gender, subject and the study degree as shown in Table 1. There were 27 Bachelor of 

Education students and 9 Master of Education ones. There were 14 females and 22 males. 

In terms of content area they were studying, there were 2 Geography students, 9 Biology, 

13 History, 2 Physics and 10 Mathematics students.  

 

Table 1. The participants 

   

Group  Age Gender  Subject Degree  

Experimental 20 – 25 (13) 

26 – 35 (3) 

36 – 45 (0) 

46 – 55 (1) 

56 – 60 (1) 

Male (11) 

Female (7) 

Geography (1) 

Biology (4) 

History (7) 

Physics (1) 

Mathematics (5) 

Bachelor 

(14) 

Master (4) 

Control 19 – 25 (14) 

26 – 35 (2) 

36 – 45 (1) 

46 – 55 (1) 

56 – 60 (0) 

Male (11) 

Female (7) 

Geography (1) 

Biology (5) 

History (6) 

Physics (1) 

Mathematics (5) 

Bachelor 

(13) 

Master (5) 

Note. In brackets the number of teachers are provided. 

 

Bachelor students were in their third year of the four-year programme and were all full-

time students. Master students however, were all part-time students and were in their 

second of the three years. At the beginning of the intervention, the Bachelor group had 

had placement teaching experience of about 80 days, whereas Master students had had 

teaching experience of varying extent between 2 and 25 years.  

 

 

Intervention 

 

The intervention was meant to develop the participants interactional skills while 

examining their beliefs on key educational concepts. It consisted of a core activity and a 

number of ancillary activities. The core activity was a 7-week course in the Socratic 

Dialogue of 2-hour weekly sessions. The ancillary activities consisted of weekly unguided 

subgroup sessions, online dialogues, and a concluding reflective log entry where a 
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personal definition of the concept would be stated each week. The Socratic Dialogue 

sessions were organised in an inner participating circle and an outer observing one. The 

participants would exchange positions half way through each session. Only the example 

giver would remain in the inner circle throughout the session. The topics changed every 

week and covered some key concepts of teaching and learning: learning, language, meaning, 

knowledge, and teaching. One of the sessions dealt with the topic of dance, suggested by the 

group and the last, seventh session dealt with the proceeds of the course in respect to the 

participants’ teaching practice. The sessions were video recorded in order to be analyzed 

later on for control purposes. The last meeting was held in two parallel sessions facilitated 

by two participants. In the first session the instructions covered the pedagogical measures 

of the Socratic Dialogue, the role of the facilitator and the commitment of the 

participants. Each session dealt with one of the key concepts and followed the same 

structure. A topic concept was announced at the beginning of the session and the group 

was asked to think of an example, an incident they had experienced in the past where this 

concept had played an important role. The examples or incidents were presented and the 

most suitable one chosen. Clarification questions were then asked so that everyone could 

place oneself in the situation of the example-giver. Then the Socratic Dialogue proper 

started with the goal of joint construction of a definition of the concept or rather common 

concept formation (Knežić et al., 2010) through the examination of the example and by 

means of application of the six pedagogical measures (Heckmann, 1981). The flip-over 

chart was used to note down important statements. The session would end with a 

common definition of the concept. In this manner, each week led to consensus about the 

preliminary definition of one concept. The common concept that was formed in the guided 

session each week was further developed in the ancillary activities in that week. The 

language of the intervention was Dutch. 

 

In order to check the quality of the intervention, we developed a Socratic Dialogue 

assessment form. The assessment form envisaged a number of assessment criteria derived 

from the six pedagogical measures (Heckman, 1981) and allowed an intersubjective way of 

establishing the quality of the Socratic Dialogues comprising the intervention. 
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Figure 1. Socratic Dialogue Assessment Form 

INSTRUCTIONS: First study the assessment form, then watch the Socratic Dialogue (SD) and make notes. At the 

end of the SD score the features 1 through 13. In conclusion, answer the main question stated at the bottom of the 

form. 

DEFINITION: The Socratic Dialogue is a philosophical group dialogue in which the participants guided by a 

facilitator and a number of ground rules strive to reach a consensus in answering a fundamental question on the 

basis of one real-life example with the purpose of achieving new insights.  

SD Ancillary 

1    A concrete real-life example has been 

chosen by the participants.  

1                     2                  3                   4                    5                    

   not at all                           sufficiently                                entirely  

2    The example has a clear relevance to the 

question. 

1                     2                  3                   4                    5                    

   not at all                           sufficiently                                entirely  

3    The instances of Meta Dialogue (MD) 

have been appropriate in quality and 

frequency.  

1                     2                  3                    4                   5    

   not at all                                fairly                                    entirely         

SD Proper 

4    Participants base their contribution upon 

their own experience.  

    1                   2                    3                     4                     5                 

      never                              sometimes                                 often 

5    Participants ground abstract statements in 

the example to thus illuminate them.  

    1                   2                    3                     4                     5                 

      never                              sometimes                                 often 

6    Participants react to or follow on from 

what has been said by other 

participant(s).  

    1                   2                    3                     4                     5                 

      never                              sometimes                                 often 

7    Participants are able to sum up the main 

points of the dialogue.  

   1                    2                    3                     4                     5                 

     not at all                               fairly                                    entirely              

8    Participants make verbal effort to 

understand the thoughts of other 

participants.  

   1                    2                    3                     4                     5                 

      never                              sometimes                                 often 

9    Participants make distinct attempts to 

reach consensus. 

    1                   2                    3                     4                     5                 

      never                              sometimes                                 often 

10  The facilitator helps participants express 

their thoughts clearly and concisely. 

    1                   2                    3                     4                     5                 

      never                              sometimes                                 often 

11   The facilitator checks that the 

contributions are understood by the 

group. 

    1                   2                    3                     4                     5                 

      never                              sometimes                                 often 

12  The facilitator encourages participants to 

work from the concrete situations to 

abstract principles. 

    1                   2                    3                     4                     5                 

      never                              sometimes                                 often 

13  The facilitator helps participants 

synthesize the fragments of the dialogue 

in order to reach new insights.  

    1                   2                    3                     4                     5                 

      never                              sometimes                                 often 

      The main question:  

      Regarding the above scores and the 

definition, to what extent is the dialogue 

a Socratic Dialogue? 

         1                    2                    3                     4                    5  

 

not at all         somewhat   to a fair extent    very much so     entirely             
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An inter-observer reliability procedure was set up for three observers of whom one 

(observer 3, cf Table 2) was the constructor of the form. The observers watched the DVD 

of a two-hour Socratic Dialogue and independently scored the 13 features leading up to 

the main question on the SD assessment form. For the 13 features taken together the 

correlations between the scores of the observers were strong, cf. Table 2. There was an 

absolute agreement on the main question. Observer 1 became the assessor of the 

intervention Socratic Dialogues. He assessed the 6 sessions of Socratic Dialogue from the 

DVD. The average mark was a 4 on a five-point scale which meant that the intervention 

was of a good quality as intended. The assessment form was employed in the English 

language.  

 

Table 2. Pearson Product-Moment Correlations Between Ratings of Three Observers of Socratic Dialogues 

 

Observer 1 2 3 

1 1 .70* .73* 

2  1 .73* 

3   1 

* p = .01 (2-tailed) 

 

 

Instruments 

 

The study developed two effect-measuring instruments, a Teacher-belief survey and a Teacher-

statement-on-learning (TSL) coding scheme.  

 

 

Teacher-belief survey  

 

Beside the beliefs regarding learning and instruction, we also included in our instrument 

general beliefs about communication following in this Pajares’ (1992) suggestion that 

more general beliefs were likely to influence teachers actions. Drawing on the two 

metaphors for learnng (Sfard, 1998), we constructed two 8-item scales, an acquisition (A) 

and a participation (P) one. Of the 16 items, 7 covered communication in general and 9 

communication in learning and instruction. We drew on a sociocultural view on learning, 

instruction and language learning and tied it to the Socratic Dialogue features. Framing 
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interaction in terms of function, form and content (Hymes, 1986), we included the 

following constructs: language awareness, genuine interest, turn-taking, (re)formulation, concept 

development and meaning negotiation. Raising language awareness is a regular accompaniment to 

checking for understanding in Socratic Dialogue and is a recommended task for teachers 

by the theorists of scaffolding (Gibbons, 2002, 2006; Wells, 1999; Haneda & Wells, 2007). 

Genuine interest in the other is the prerequisite of reaching genuine understanding (Gadamer, 

1975; Edwards & Mercer, 1987). It is encouraged in Socratic Dialogue by following on from 

other’s contribution. Turn-taking in listening and reformulation elicit language production 

crucial to learning (Gibbons, 2002, 2006; Swain et al., 2009), and are trained in Socratic 

Dialogue as follow-up questions, summarizing and checking for understanding. Concept development is 

mirrored in Socratic Dialogue common concept formation (Knežić et al., 2010), and is the chief 

means of cognitive development (Vygotsky, 1986; Novak, 1980). Negotiating meaning is the 

chief modus of Socratic Dialogue, and a natural activity of dialogic inquiry (Wells, 1999), 

guided construction of knowledge (Mercer, 2000) and the key feature of thinking together 

which plays an invaluable role in the development of children’s thinking (Mercer & 

Littleton, 2007). All these constructs were operationalised in the items as shown in Figure 

2. The survey was taken in Dutch and is translated for the purposes of this publication. 

The items were scored on a five-point Likert scale from ‘entirely agree’ to ‘entirely 

disagree’.  

 



Socratic Dialogue and Teacher-Pupil Interaction 

52 
 

Figure 2. Teacher Belief Survey 

 

 Acquisition-oriented (A) Participation-oriented (P) 

Teachers’ 

beliefs about 

communication 

in general 

I find it important to have my say in a 

conversation as soon as possible. 

New concepts always develop in people’s 

heads. 

 

 

In talks, people can develop new 

ways of expressing themselves.  

In a conversation, I find it important 

to understand others.  

I find it important that people feel 

understood by me.  

A conversation in which people 

really listen before they react is very 

valuable. 

The way of saying something 

influences its meaning 

Teachers’ 

beliefs about 

communication 

in learning and 

instruction 

Teacher should primarily focus on transmitting 

knowledge to his or her pupils.  

 Teachers have far too little time to consider 

the personal background of his or her pupils.  

Pupils find it discouraging when they are short 

for words. 

In talks with pupils, I find it most efficient 

when I give explanation myself. 

When a pupil asks a question, a teacher should 

be able to answer it straight away. 

Pupils will eventually understand key concepts, 

if they listen carefully.  

It is important that pupils experience 

that they learn how to express 

themselves in a language while 

speaking it. 

I find it important that my pupils try 

to formulate their thoughts. 

It is necessary to discuss the contexts 

of assignments and solutions with 

pupils. 

 

 

The Cronbach alpha coefficients of the two scales at the three measurement times were 

from moderate to very good (see table 3).  

 

Table 3. Cronbach Alpha Coefficients For Three Measurements of Teacher Belief Survey 

A: Acquisition; P: Participation 

A1 and P1 are the Cronbach alpha coefficients for the pre-treatment measurement, A2 and P2 for the post-

treatment, for both experimental and control groups, and A3 and P3 for the retention measurement for the 

experimental group only.  

 

 A1 P1  A2 P2 A3 P3 

Alpha .74 .85 .65 .89 .72 .88 

N cases 36 36 36 36 18 18 
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The construct validity of the survey was tested in Suriname among 44 Surinamese student-

teachers. The group consisted of 37 women and 7 men, between 20 and 54 years of age. 

42 of them were in their first, second or third year of what is roughly equivalent to 

Bachelor of Education, and 2 to what is equivalent to Master of Education. We had 

reason to expect the Surinamese student teachers’ beliefs would be less participation-

oriented than their Dutch counterparts, assuming that participation-orientation in teacher 

education had been a relatively recent development that had only just started to gain 

foothold in the mainstream classrooms of the economically developed countries. The 

IADB report (1998) acknowledged the wide availability of education in Suriname and 

achievement of a high degree of gender equality. However, the report pointed out the low 

number of graduates produced by the educational system which it assigned to high 

dropout and repetition rates, poor instruction, lack of education materials and dilapidated 

school buildings. A number of authors confirmed the lack of education materials and 

poor instruction (Lotens, 1999; Gobhardan-Rambocus, 2001; Plet, 2003) resulting in 

mainly teacher fronted class instruction. This and the theory of beliefs discussed above led 

us to assume that Surinamese student teachers’ views would be more traditional and 

therefore more acquisition-oriented than those of their Dutch counterparts. The 

Cronbach alpha coefficients of the two scales at the one measurement for the survey in 

Suriname was moderate for acquisition (α = .62), and good for participation (α = .72), see 

Table 4.  

 

Our assumptions were confirmed. The survey measured differences between the 

Surinamese and the Dutch group, see Table 4.  

 

Table 4. Cronbach Alpha Coefficients For the Measurement in Suriname 

 

The Surinamese mean for acquisition lies 1.11 higher on the five-point scale than the 

participation one, whereas the Dutch acquisition mean lies 1.29 lower than the 

participation one. Surinamese and Dutch means for acquisition are similar, but the 

participation mean for Surinamese group lies 2.55 lower than the Dutch one.  

 Acquisition Participation 

Alpha .62 .72  

N of cases 44 44 
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Table 5. Acquisition and Participation Means for the Surinamese and Dutch Groups for Time 1 

 

The measurement in Suriname together with the reliability analysis results established the 

construct validity of our instrument.  

 

 

 Teacher-statement-on-learning coding scheme and content analysis 

 

A teacher-statement-on-learning coding scheme was developed on the basis of Sfard’s 

metaphorical mappings (1998, p. 7). The scheme consisted of three columns, see Figure 3. 

In the central column, aspects of learning were stated. In the column to the left, the 

characteristics of acquisition-oriented statements about the aspects were listed, and in the 

column to the right, the characteristics of the participation-oriented ones. We examined 

the data on teacher self-reported motives and learning outcomes. We looked at the way 

the teachers wrote about learning and denoted the particular statements as teacher 

statements on learning (TSLs). We defined TSLs as teacher statements about learning in general 

or specific learning outcomes involving insights, skills or action descriptions. We proceeded by first 

identifying the TSLs (step 1). We then applied the coding scheme in the two remaining 

steps. We classified the TSLs by the aspect of learning they referred to (step 2): goal of 

learning, learning itself, student, teacher , the middle column of the coding scheme, see Figure 3. 

Finally, we determined the orientation of each TSL in terms of acquisition or participation 

(step 3) with the help of the outer columns of the TSL coding scheme, see Figure 3.  

 

 Scale N M SD 

Suriname A 44 2.77 .48 

 P 44 1.66 .36 

Dutch A 39 2.92 .54 

 P 39 4.21 .46 



Effects of Participating in A Course in Socratic Dialogue 
on Teachers’ Beliefs and Statements on Learning 

55 

 

Figure 3. Teacher-Statement-on-Learning Coding Scheme 

 
Acquisition-oriented Statement 

Features  

Aspect Participation-oriented Statement 

features 

 

I-oriented; no mention of others 

 

GOAL OF LEARNING 

 

Other-oriented; mention of others 

 

Description of accomplishment 

 

 

LEARNING 

 

Description of interaction with others 

 

The speaker does not situate himself 

in a context 

 

STUDENT 

 

The speaker situates himself in a 

context 

 

Expert is cited as an authority; 

always agrees with the expert 

 

TEACHER 

 

Expert opinion is stated as equal to 

one’s own; agrees or disagrees with the 

expert 

 

By way of illustrating the three steps procedure, we will discuss an example forthwith, see 

Fragment 1. The fragment has been translated from Dutch. 

 

Fragment 1. Goal of learning  

1 I have learned to listen better to others and to ask questions if something is unclear. I  

2 have also learned to first finish one thing before starting another. I find this handy as  

3 a teacher, because I now first try to thoroughly discover what a pupil’s problem and  

4 only then continue and explain.  

 

The fragment contains two TSLs, (lines 1 and 2). They both refer to the goal of learning. 

The second TSL is further elaborated by a description of its practical use (lines 3 and 4). 

Both goals are participation oriented as they both mention others: others (line 1), a pupil 

(line 3). They are both geared towards ameliorating future dealings with others.  

 

The reliability was tested for each step of the analysis on a random sample from the entire 

data set. For step 1 the agreement was strong (N = 27, Kappa = .77, SE = .10), for step 2 

it was very strong (N = 23, Kappa = .90, SE = .10). For step 3 the agreement was 

absolute (N = 10, Kappa = 1, SE = .00).  
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Results 

 

For the teacher-belief survey subjects were divided into two groups according to 

condition, experimental and control ones. For these data a two-way between-groups 

analysis of variance was conducted to assess the impact of the intervention (Socratic 

Dialogue course) on participants’ scores on A (acquisition) and P (participation) across 

three time periods (pre-intervention, post-intervention and three-month follow up), see 

Table 6 for the descriptive statistics. Because the correlation between the A and P was low 

(r = .14), we did not find it necessary to perform a MANOVA. Using a Bonferroni 

adjustment, we lowered the level of significance from p = .05 to p = .02 since there had 

been three tests.. There was no significant interaction effect between condition and time 

for A, F (1, 83) = .24, p = .63, nor for P, F(1,83) = .67, p = .42. There was no statistically 

significant main effect for time for A, F (2, 83) = .39, p = .68, or for P, F (2, 83) = .10, p = 

.91. Neither did condition reach a statistically significant main effect for A, F (1,83) = 

4.45, p = .04, or for P, F (1, 83) = 1.21, p = .28. These results suggest that the intervention 

had no effect on the participants’ beliefs.  

 

Table 6. Descriptive Statistics For Acquisition And Participation Across Three Time Periods 

Time Group N Acquisition Participation 
    Mean  Standard 

deviation 
  Mean Standard 

deviation 

Time 1  Experimental 18 3.10 
2.78 
3.13 
2.92 
3.19 
- 

.65   4.34 .27 
.62 
.35 
.69 
.64 
- 

        Control 18 .40   4.10 
Time 2 Experimental 18 .59   4.21 
 Control 18 .33   4.18 
Time 3 Experimental 18 .55   4.22 
 Control - -   - 

 
Compared to the acquisition means, the means for participation were on the average 1.19 
higher on the five-point scale, see Table 6. The means for participation for both groups 
were high: on the five-point scale they were 4.34 which corresponds to over 94 percent of 
the scores higher than 4, and 4.10 which corresponds to over 81 percent, for the 
experimental and control groups respectively.  

For teacher statements on learning, we performed a content analysis of the seven sets of 
data: the participating student teacher’s motives for joining the course (1), their first log 
entry (2), the first online discussion (3); the self-reported effects in the last session (4), the 



Effects of Participating in A Course in Socratic Dialogue 
on Teachers’ Beliefs and Statements on Learning 

57 

 

last online discussion (5), the last log entry (6), and the reports one year after the 
intervention (7). Sets 1, 2 and 3 formed the pre-intervention data, sets 4, 5 and 6 the post-
intervention data and set 7 the one-year delayed follow-up data.  

We identified 168 TSLs, see Table 7, of which 57 belonged to the pre-intervention data, 84 
to the post-intervention data and 27 to the follow-up data. Of the 57 pre-intervention 
TSLs, 43 were acquisition and only 14 participation oriented. The post-intervention data 
reveals quite the opposite picture. Out of 84 post-intervention TSLs, only 11 were 
identified as acquisition and 73 as participation oriented. The same situation is revealed by 
the one-year follow-up data. Out of 27 TSLs, only two qualified as acquisition oriented. 
The remaining 25 were identified as participation oriented. There is a clear shift from 
acquisition towards the participation end of the continuum after the intervention, which 
appeared to have continued in the ensuing year. The shift in TSLs is visible at the 
participant level, too. Before the intervention 13 out of 18 participants’ statements on 
learning were exclusively acquisition oriented, whereas after the intervention, only one 
participant produced thrice as many acquisition-oriented statements on learning than 
participation ones, and one produced an equal number of acquisition and participation-
oriented statements on learning.7 The remaining 16 participants produced at least twice as 
many participation-oriented TSLs as acquisition ones. 9 participants produced exclusively 
participation-oriented statements on learning. Expectedly, the pre-intervention 
participation-oriented participants remained so after the intervention.  

 

                                                           
7 Table 7 may give the impression that some participants did not contribute to any of the post-intervention 

data sets. On the contrary, all 18 participants  contributed on at least one  of the post-intervention data sets. 

However, the one-year follow-up indeed included only 13 out of 18 participants. 
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Table 7. Teachers’ Statements On Learning  

*TSL stands for teacher’s statement on learning. 
**N stands for number of participants mentioning A or P TSL’s 
***The total number of participants does not always represent a sum of the number of participants who 
produced A or P-oriented TSLs as some participants produced both, some more of a kind and some no TSLs 
whatsoever on some measurements.  
 

The motives for taking part in the course varied from general interest and curiosity via 
improving speaking and communication skills to learning about Plato. In the week 
following the conclusion of the course, improving listening was reported the most. Not only 
did 2 participants state it as a motive, but relative to the number of respondents, it seemed 
to have stayed the strongest and the longest of all the other reported learning outcomes. 
Asking follow-up questions was the second best in this respect. Interestingly, allowing time was 
equally frequently reported as improving listening in the post-intervention, but not a year 
later. It appeared that improving listening and asking follow-up questions were the most 
important and sustainable learning outcomes as reported by the participants.  
 

 Data Acquisition-
oriented 
TSL*s 

N** for A Participation-
oriented 
TSLs 

N for P N 
total*** 

Pre Motives  15  13 5 5 18 
Online 12 10 5 5 18 
1st log entry 16 14 4 4 17 

 
Post Last session  8 5 31 12 15 

Online 0 0 15 10 12 
Last log entry 3 3 27 9 11 

 
1 year 
follow-up  

E-mail 2 2 25 11 13 
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Table 8. TSL Quotations 

 

Participant Pre-intervention  Post-intervention 1-year follow-up 
 

1 I would like to learn 
how to speak better and 
listen to pupils and 
other people. 

In short, we have learned 
how to entirely understand 
the other; and in order to 
be able to do so, we have 
learned different 
techniques.  

I learned how to listen 
better and moreover, I am 
much quicker in asking 
follow-up questions if I 
think I do not understand 
someone.  
 

2 I would like to learn 
how to use talks with 
pupils better … be able 
to better get my 
message across.  

I learned how to 
communicate with more 
awareness … by first 
thinking about what the 
other person has said.  

Most of all I learned how 
to take time to listen well 
and to ask questions in 
order to find out what my 
collocutor really means.  
 

3 Learning is about 
gathering information. 
One always learns with 
a certain goal in mind. 

I have learned how to 
suspend my own opinion 
and listen first.  

I learned how to listen 
better to people … this 
helped me improve my 
working together with 
pupils and colleagues. 
 

4 For two hours we were 
talking about what 
learning is and in the 
end I am none the 
wiser.  

I notice that I can use a 
number of Socratic 
Dialogue techniques in my 
classes very nicely, such as 
asking follow-up questions 
and asking clarification.  

I learned that listening, 
really listening to others is 
very hard; however in the 
course I became better in 
it and learned a few 
techniques which I can 
use in talks with others so 
I can understand them 
better.  
 

5 Talking according to a 
system, that I found 
rather stifling. It felt as 
driving on the rails. 
There was only one 
way, it seemed.  

I have realized today that it 
is crucial to ask follow-up 
questions in talks with 
pupils … not take for 
granted that they will 
understand if they don’t 
ask any questions.  

I used to automatically 
presume that I understood 
others perfectly; but now I 
try to feed the information 
back in order to check if 
that really is the case.  
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Table 8 presents quotations from three different measurements for five participants. Pre-
intervention formulations originate from motives stated by participants 1 and 2 and from 
the first log by participants 3, 4 and 5. They all displayed an acquisition orientation judging 
by the teacher-statement-on-learning coding scheme, see Figure 3. Participant 3 wrote 
about learning as gathering information with a particular goal in mind rather than 
participation in activities with others; participants 1 and 2 stressed the learning 
expectations for themselves and their own benefit; participants 4 and 5 gave expression to 
a slight sense of frustration left behind by their first encounter with the Socratic Dialogue. 
On the post-measurement and the one-year follow-up, all five participants wrote in 
participation terms. They all report at least one learning gain which implies an open 
attitude: listen better, understand others, finding out what a collocutor really means, 
communicating with greater awareness.  

What do these results tell us about the intervention, about teacher beliefs and about their 
formulations of statements on learning? We discuss this question in the following section.  

 

Discussion 

We measured effects of what was supposed to be a good-quality intervention on the 
participants’ beliefs. Quantitative analysis of the data acquired by the teacher-belief survey 
produced no statistically significant results for either acquisition or participation scales. 
However, a look at the development of formulations about learning by the participants of 
the experimental group revealed a noticeable shift in these utterances from acquisition to 
participation orientation. 

Regarding the quantitative results, there may have been a ceiling effect for the 
participation scale considering the percentages of very high scores (higher than 4 on the 
five-point scale) on the first measurement for both groups. The participation-orientation 
of the beliefs had been so strong to start with that it could not have become much 
stronger. However, this was not the case for the acquisition scale. This scale had enough 
space on both ends, but still did not measure any significant changes. This could be down 
to the course. It may have been too short. It may take more than a course in the Socratic 
Dialogue to change student teachers’ beliefs. This change, however, may have been 
initiated when we look at the way the participants wrote about learning. 

After the intervention, and a year later, the participants wrote about learning in 
predominantly participation terms. We may not be able to say to what extent this change 
was due to the intervention since we had the data of only the experimental group. 
However, it cannot escape our notice that the post-intervention formulations and the 
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ones in one-year follow-up were about the direct learning gains from the Socratic 
Dialogue course and worded in the fashion of the Socratic Dialogue: always including 
others.  

An objection that could be placed at our door is that the nature of the data could 
influence it being acquisition or participation-oriented, and therefore that the formulations 
of motives for learning something are by their nature very ‘I’ oriented. Our response to 
this would be that, on pre-intervention, only 5 out of 18 participants formulated their 
motives in participation terms, e.g. ‘I want to learn how to listen to my pupils and to 
others.’ After the intervention, additional 11 participants expressed their views on learning 
primarily in participation terms. This may point to a strength of Socratic Dialogue. The 
strength could be seen in it combining three factors: the cognitively highly demanding 
common concept formation (1) by means of promoting and affording mutual 
understanding (2) and its emotionally strenuous counter intuitive nature of conversing 
with each other (3). It seemed that the process of securing mutual understanding 
proceeded unawares. Cognitive awareness was absorbed in the process of dealing with a 
fundamental question through common concept formation, and the emotional one in the 
response to the counter intuitive, unnatural way talking with each other. Assuming that it 
ran unawares, it is conceivable that the experience of mutual understanding or 
misunderstanding had effect on the change in the way the participants’ formulated their 
statements on learning.  

What do these results tell us about the participants’ beliefs, about the instruments and 
about course in Socratic Dialogue in teacher education? In view of the comparison with 
the measurements in Suriname, we could say that the participants’ beliefs as measured on 
the survey, which intended to be an inventory of beliefs (Pajares. 1992), appeared to be 
from the start very participation-oriented because, the participants were well into the 
second half of their study programmes at the time of the measurement and their beliefs 
might have been influenced by the curriculum. Also, they may have already been 
influenced by their secondary education which for most of them had taken place in the 
period of the reform of secondary education towards a participation-oriented teaching. 
However, if we were to infer their beliefs from the way they formulated their statements 
on learning, we could say that they were rather acquisition-oriented before and at the 
beginning of the intervention and predominantly participation-oriented afterwards. This 
raises some questions about how to measure beliefs.  

The study seemed to have confirmed the suggestion made by Rokeach (1968), Pajares 
(1992) and Pajares and Graham (1998) that a measurement of beliefs by means of a 
survey, needs to be complemented by at least one sort of inferring the beliefs either from 
what teachers say, or from what they do, or from both, if we were to get insight in more 
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deeply held beliefs such as beliefs on interaction in teaching and instruction seem to be 
(Raths, 2001). This study used an inventory and looked at what the participants said and 
wrote about experiences. It combined the teacher belief survey with the teacher-
statements-on-learning coding scheme in providing a better, albeit intriguing view on what 
the Socratic Dialogue seemed to have or not have done for the participating student 
teachers.  

The Socratic Dialogue seemed to have worked on two levels, one it afforded the 
articulation of the beliefs and therefore their examination (Knežić et al. 2010), and two, it 
appeared to have some effect on the way the participants formulated their statements on 
learning. Being a highly participatory group dialogue, Socratic Dialogue warranted genuine 
listening and promoted mutual understanding. Because it dealt with fundamental 
questions on learning, teaching and communication, using only participants’ input, it 
afforded examination of their beliefs in the group context. It also provided ample 
opportunity for participants to experience the value of participation and speaking for 
developing their views and understanding.  

 

Conclusions and Implications 

This paper has presented a quasi-experimental study into the effects of a course in the 
Socratic Dialogue on teachers’ beliefs about communication in general and 
communication in learning and instruction supplemented by a qualitative study of the 
participants’ statements on learning. The studies, using the framework of acquisition-
participation metaphor for learning (Sfard, 1998), tested the chief proposition that the 
Socratic Dialogue would cause a shift in beliefs from acquisition orientation towards the 
participation one. The chief findings were one, that the participants’ beliefs were already 
very much participation-oriented, and two, that there was no significant shift in the beliefs 
as measured by the survey. However, there was a noticeable shift toward participation-
orientation in the participants’ statements on learning. This appears to corroborate the 
pedagogical value of the course in Socratic Dialogue. The same holds for the content of 
the self-reported effects as exemplified in the previous section. The Socratic Dialogue 
seems to have generated valuable participation-oriented insights while training dialogical 
skills so crucial to teachers. Therefore, the Socratic Dialogue indeed may have significant 
implications for teacher education as Knežić et al. (2010) suggested.  

It could be worthwhile introducing the Socratic Dialogue early in the programme of 
teacher education and keep its pedagogical assets alive by incorporating parts of it in the 
rest of the programme. An early introduction of the Socratic Dialogue provides student 
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teachers with the opportunity to articulate and examine their beliefs about essential 
aspects of teaching, learning and their personal and professional growth.  

Regarding the implications for future research, at least two issues have presented 
themselves, an instrumental and a topical one. The instrumental one concerns the teacher 
belief survey. The supposed ceiling effect seems to suggest that the survey could be more 
refined for the participation scale which had produced overwhelmingly high scores. The 
topical issue bears upon teacher behaviour. We measured beliefs by means of an inventory 
and what teachers said, but did the Socratic- Dialogue course have influence on what the 
participants did? The participants claimed they had learned to listen better, check for 
understanding, and ask follow-up questions. It would be interesting to see to what extent 
their teaching matched their claims. Did they check for understanding? Did they allow 
pupils more time to express themselves than they had used to? Did they try to find out 
what the pupils were asking before giving assistance? Did they listen better to the pupils?  
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CHAPTER 48 

EFFECTS OF PARTICIPATING IN A COURSE IN SOCRATIC DIALOGUE ON 
CONTENT AREA TEACHERS’ INTERACTION WITH SECOND LANGUAGE 

PUPILS 

 

Abstract 

This paper presents a quasi-experimental study into the effects of a course in Socratic 
Dialogue in the tradition of Nelson and Heckmann on content student-teachers’ 
interactional scaffolding of the learning of their advanced second language learners. 
Within the framework of sociocultural theory of learning and second-language acquisition, 
we developed a scoring scheme to capture and quantify the quality of teacher-pupil learning 
dialogues (TPLDs). 202 ten-minute TPLDs were scored and a multivariate analysis has 
revealed significant effects of medium to very strong effect size. The Socratic Dialogues 
seemed to have integratively affected teachers’ dialogic skills and consequently their 
interactional scaffolding in TPLDs with second language learners. Also, the teachers 
started paying attention to language in the talks after the intervention although this 
behaviour was not explicitly stimulated during the intervention. Recommendations are 
made for teacher education. 

 

Introduction 

Research in second language acquisition has emphasised the role language development 
plays in cognitive and emotional development of children (Gibbons, 2002, 2006, 2009; 
Pavlenko & Lantolf, 2002; Wong Fillmore & Snow, 2002; Lee, 2005; Haneda & Wells, 
2008). Recognizing the need for second language learners to develop their literacy skills in 
the context of subject area instruction, Lee (2005) stresses the importance of content 
subjects as meaningful contexts for learning the second language and literacy 
development, on the one hand, and of advancing language skills for understanding 
content knowledge in that language on the other. This symbiosis has been the focus of 
content-based language instruction, an approach in second and foreign language teaching 

                                                           
8 Knežić, D., Elbers, E., Wubbels, T. & Hajer, M. (2011). Effects of participating in a course in Socratic 

Dialogue on content area teachers’ interaction with second language pupils. Manuscrupt submitted for publication.  
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that aims at building a bridge for second language learners to successful participation in 
mainstream education (Brinton, Snow & Wesche 1993, 2004).  

Many authors emphasize the importance of successful verbal interaction between teachers 
and learners (Vygotsky, 1986; Mercer, 1995; Wells, 1999). With advanced second language 
learners in the mainstream classroom not only language teachers fulfil an important task in 
this respect, but also content-subject teacher may play a significant role in their literacy 
progress through language development (Gibbons, 2002, 2006, 2009; Pavlenko & Lantolf, 
2002; Wong Fillmore & Snow, 2002; Haneda & Wells, 2008). They could do so by paying 
special attention to language and interaction (Lee & Fradd, 1996; Elbers & de Haan, 2005) 
as these may be incongruent with patterns the pupils’ bring from their homes (Elbers, 
2010).  

Apparently, second language learners’ complex needs impose special demands on 
teachers’ communicative skills. In order to afford pupil participation they need to listen 
with the intention to understand what the pupils are saying (Gibbons, 2009; Walqui & 
Van Lier, 2010), and, for example, take time to check what a pupil is asking before 
offering assistance (Elbers, Hajer, Jonker, Koole & Prenger, 2008; Lockhorst, Wubbels & 
Oers, 2010). With the aim of sustaining pupil participation teachers need to pay attention 
to the language and when necessary reformulate, help their pupils formulate, encourage 
them to talk, and provide instructive feedback both on content and language. For this, 
they need to adopt a more participation-oriented stance (Sfard, 1998) to guide their 
teaching behaviour.  

So far there has been research into isolated pedagogical aspects of second language 
teaching which could be trained explicitly such as the use of wait time or variation in the 
types of questions (Ecchevaria, Vogt & Short, 200; Lee, 2004; Echevarria, Short & 
Powers, 2008; Gray, 2009). However, to our knowledge there has not yet been a study of 
an integrative method for developing teachers’ interactional skills. By an integrative 
method we mean a method which would combine multiple interactional skills with 
(self)examination of beliefs about fundamental educational concepts with an aim of 
improving the skills and producing insights on both the meta-dialogical and content levels. 
In addressing the question of how teachers can be helped to develop and apply dialogic 
skills in the learning dialogues with their second-language learners, we propose intensive 
experience in the Socratic Dialogue. We see participating in the Socratic Dialogue as an 
integrative experience which will not only train skills but also shape the relevant beliefs 
and raise language awareness for a sustained change in dyadic interaction with second 
language learners. In order to be incited to better their dialogic behaviour and succeed in 
applying newly learned concepts to their teaching practice (Wubbels, 1992), teachers need 
to experience the difference between old and new behaviour (Korthagen, Kessels, Koster, 
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Lagerwerf, & Wubbels, 2001; Hayes, 2007; Korthagen, 2010). Socratic Dialogue may 
engender such an experience (Griessler, Littig, Hüsing, Zimmer, Santos, Muñoz, et al., 
2004; Knežić, Wubbels, Elbers & Hajer, 2010). Hence it may provide a sound basis for a 
sustained improvement of one’s dialogical skills. Along these lines, we formed a 
hypothesis that an intensive experience in the Socratic Dialogue would produce lasting 
effects on teachers’ participation in dyadic interaction with second language learners. We 
focused on dyadic rather than polyadic classroom interaction in order to give the teachers 
opportunity to centre on the interaction with one pupil at a time and to facilitate our 
observations as researchers.  

 The Socratic Dialogue as we apply it is a special form of Socratic method. It is a 
philosophical group dialogue in the tradition of Nelson (1984) and Heckmann (1981), in 
which the participants guided by a facilitator and a number of ground rules strive to reach 
a consensus in answering a fundamental question on the basis of one real-life example 
with the purpose of achieving new insights (Kessels, 1999; Saran & Neisser, 2004; Delnoij 
& Van Dalen, 2003; et al., 2010). It is important that the participants speak from 
experience and do not quote or cite what they may have read or heard. Fundamental 
questions are of common concern and are answered by following six pedagogical 
measures (Heckmann, 1981) aimed at really understanding what the others are saying and 
reaching new insights. The measures break through the conversational habits of natural 
talk and secure space for understanding and its presence or absence to be established. The 
six measures are employed by the facilitator who remains impartial to the content of the 
dialogue in order to ensure the participants’ deployment of their own capacity to judge (1); 
stimulate working from the concrete thus inciting the participants to ground general 
insights in the concrete example (2); promote and ensure mutual understanding (3); keep 
the group’s focus on the current question (4); encourage the group to strive for consensus 
in terms of valid inter-subjective statements (5); and intervene in order to steer the 
dialogue in fruitful direction (6) (Knežić et al., 2010). Listening to intended meaning, asking 
open-ended questions, wait time, checking for understanding, allowing time, following on from, 
reformulating, probing and asking follow-up questions are all necessary skills for a successful 
instantiation of the Socratic Dialogue (Heckmann, 1981; Kessels, 1999; Saran & Neisser, 
2004; et al., 2010). The fundamental question and the commitment to the measures 
ascertain participants’ active engagement in examining their beliefs and thus intensively 
experiencing understanding and being understood and misunderstanding and being 
misunderstood (Knežić et al., 2010). In this respect, the Socratic Dialogue has a potential 
of improving their interactional skills and raise their communicational awareness. 

The study chose to look for the effects of the Socratic Dialogues in student teachers’ 
interactional scaffolding (Gibbons, 2009). Gibbons draws on sociocultural learning theory 
which states that participation in activity is central to knowledge development and 



Socratic Dialogue and Teacher-Pupil Interaction 

70 
 

proceeds from apprenticeship to appropriation or from social to the individual plane 
(Walqui & van Lier, 2010). Gibbons defines scaffolding closely following the definition of 
its inventors Wood, Bruner and Ross (1976) as ‘future oriented, targeted help that 
supports learners in developing new knowledge’ (Gibbons, 2009, p. 153). She proceeds to 
make a distinction between designed scaffolding and interactional scaffolding. Designed 
scaffolding is planned support preceding teaching and consists of activities purposefully 
selected to scaffold learning. Interactional scaffolding is not planned and is part of actual 
teaching when a teacher offers assistance contingent on what a pupil says. We looked for 
this sort of teaching in short learning dialogues with second language learners on various 
subject matters from the content subjects, content dyadic interaction (Gibbons, 2002). We 
called these Teacher-Pupil Learning Dialogues (henceforth TPLDs) and defined them as 
talks between a teacher and a pupil in which the teacher makes a clear attempt at 
scaffolding the pupil’s learning. Ideally a TPLD affords second language learners learning 
through their participation (Prawat 1992; Mercer 2000, 2004, 2007) in dialogic inquiry 
(Wells, 1999) and meaning negotiation (Wells, 1999; Mercer, 1995, 2000). Such interaction 
is likely to witness the pupil’s comprehensible output via languaging (Swain, 2000; Swain, 
Lapkin, Knouzi, Suzuki & Brooks, 2009, 2009) combined with the teacher’s contingency 
(Van Lier, 1996, Gibbons, 2009) and extended third move in the Initiation – Response – 
Feedback (IRF) sequence (Gibbons, 2009).  

What made us suppose that the experience in the Socratic Dialogues would make teachers 
more successful in the TPLDs? In other words, what is the relation between the Socratic 
Dialogue as a method and Teacher-Pupil Learning Dialogues as a locus of measuring its 
effects? First of all there is a salient similarity in form and content of both, the former 
being application of multiple dialogical skills and the latter being discussing key concepts. 
The dialogical acts in the Socratic Dialogue and the TPLD are strikingly similar and yet 
they connect to the two different sets of precepts, those of the Socratic Dialogue and 
those of the TPLD, see Figure 1.  
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Figure 1. Precepts and Acts of the Socratic Dialogue And the Teacher Pupil Learning Dialogue  

 

 

In the Socratic Dialogue the participants learn first and foremost how to slow down the 
talk. The facilitator employs wait time (Cazden, 2001) and makes sure the speaking 
participant is not interrupted by others. The same acts are ideally performed in the TPLD. 
Furthermore, the facilitator encourages the participants to listen to intended rather than 
expected meaning through checking for understanding by asking for reformulations, 
summaries and arguments. In TPLDs the teacher listens to the pupils’ intended meaning 
rather than the predicted one (Gibbons, 2009) and also checks for understanding through 
summarising, reformulating and negotiating the best formulations, which is conceptually 
close to Gibbons’ negotiating form (Gibbons, 2009). Moreover, the facilitator 
continuously encourages the participants to follow on from what has previously been said. 
In the TPLD the teacher is responsive to what the pupil had said and extends the third 
move in the IRF sequence (Gibbons, 2009) through asking open-ended questions 
(Haneda & Wells, 2008), follow up questions, probing and prompting the pupil. So the 
Socratic Dialogue and the TPLD employ the same skills but in two essentially different 
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ways. The Socratic Dialogue is a polyadic dialogue where the communication between the 
participants proceeds via the facilitator who ascertains mutual understanding which exerts 
a strain on the communication and thus impedes its natural flow. The purpose of the 
Socratic Dialogue is that the participants reach new insights about the content as well as 
the process. The TPLD is a dyadic dialogue where a more natural flow of communication 
is led by the purpose of checking the pupil’s understanding and knowledge and helping 
him or her increase them. This is why the Socratic Dialogue seemed to be a promising 
method for developing teachers’ interactional scaffolding skills together with heightening 
their communicational awareness and sensitivity.  

So, the main research question of this study was whether an intense experience in the 
Socratic Dialogue would have effects on the overall quality of Teacher-Pupil Learning 
Dialogues (TPLDs) and teachers’ interactional scaffolding skills in particular. To this end, 
we investigated the student teachers’ participation in 202 ten-minute TPLDs with second 
language learners before and after following a course in the Socratic Dialogue.  

  
 
 

Method  
 
 

Design 
 
A quasi-experimental research with a pre-test-post-test design involving a control and an 
experimental group was conducted among pre-service Bachelor and in-service Master of 
Education students preparing for teaching in various content subjects. Three 
measurements of teachers’ dialogic skills were carried out, pre-test, post-test and 3-month 
follow-up test, which was performed only for the experimental group as the control group 
at the time technically ceased to be because of curricular constraints: they were themselves 
now in the middle of the training which had constituted the intervention. For each 
measurement, the participants were asked to make audio-files of three ten-minute talks 
with three different second language learners at their (placement) schools. The task was  

 

‘Have an individual talk with a second language learner outside a class, about the 
subject matter discussed in the class. Through discussing several key concepts, 
try to find out what the learner knows and try to increase that knowledge.’ 
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The instruction and all the talks were conducted in Dutch. Just over a half of the 
participants (18 out of 32) managed to conduct the talks with the same three pupils on 
each measurement. The others engaged different second language learners.  

 

Participants 

The participants were the student-teachers who opted for the training as a credited course. 
The experimental and the control groups were matched as shown in Table 1. There were 
32 participants in all, of whom 24 Bachelor of Education students and 8 Master of 
Education ones. There were 12 females and 20 males. In terms of subjects, there were 2 
Geography students, 9 Biology, 11 History, 2 Physics and 8 Maths students.  

Table 1. The Participants 

Group  Age Gender  Subject Level  

Experimental 20 – 25 (12) 
26 – 35 (2) 
36 – 45 (0) 
46 – 55 (1) 
56 – 60 (1) 

Male (10) 
Female (6) 

Geography (1) 
Biology (4) 
History (6) 
Physics (1) 
Mathematics (4) 

Bachelor (12) 
Master (4) 

Control 20 – 25 (13) 
26 – 35 (2) 
36 – 45 (0) 
46 – 55 (1) 
56 – 60 (0) 

Male (10) 
Female (6) 

Geography (1) 
Biology (5) 
History (5) 
Physics (1) 
Mathematics (4) 

Bachelor (12) 
Master (4) 

 
 
Bachelor students were in their third year of the four-year programme and were all full-
time students. Master students however, were all part-time students and were in their 
second of the three years. At the beginning of the intervention, the Bachelor group had 
had placement teaching experience of about 80 days, whereas Master students had had 
teaching experience of varying extent between 2 and 25 years. In order to minimize the 
influence of differences between Master and Bachelor students, they were accordingly 
matched in the experimental and control group as shown in Table 1.  
 
The talks were conducted with secondary school second language learners between the 
age of 12 and 16 who spoke other languages than or next to Dutch at home. Reported by 
the pupils, their parents were mostly of Turkish (34) and Moroccan (29) origin. Except for 
8 pupils whose parents’ origin failed to get recorded, the parents of the remaining 74 
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pupils were of other origins, see Table 2. The secondary-school level they were taking 
included the whole range from the elementary junior vocational to pre-university 
education. 9 out of 16 experimental group participants managed to hold the talks with the 
same three pupils on the three measurements. The same applies for the control group on 
the two measurements with the same pupils.  
 

Table 2. The Pupils’ Parents’ Origin 
 

N of pupils Country of their parents’ origin  

34 Turkey 
29 Morocco 
10 Afghanistan 
7 Indonesia 
6 Bosnia 
5 China 
5 Germany 
4 England 
3 Iraq 
3 Iran  
3 Somalia 
3 Armenia 
2 Eritrea  
2 Israel  
2 Poland 
2 The Netherlands / Suriname* 
2 Turkey / Morocco 
15 Other 
8 Not recorded 

145 Total 

 
With these pupils 32 teachers led 202 ten-minute talks.  

 



Effects of Participating in A Course in Socratic Dialogue 
on Content Area Teachers’ Interaction with Second Language Pupils 

75 

 

Table 3. The Number of Teacher-Pupil Learning Dialogues for Time 1, Time 2 And Time 39 

Time Group N 

1 Experimental 43 
 Control 40 
2 Experimental 45 
 Control  33 
3 Experimental 41 

 
 

Intervention 

In the recruiting phase the potential participants were told they could take up an optional 
four-credit course mainly consisting of a training in Socratic Dialogue which was a part of 
a study looking into the effects of Socratic Dialogue on teachers’ interpersonal 
competence. In the training they would learn how to afford and encourage learner 
participation. In conclusion, they were given very brief background information on the 
Socratic Dialogue.  

The intervention consisted of a core activity and a number of ancillary activities. The core 
activity was a seven-week participation in Socratic Dialogue of two-hour weekly sessions. 
Ancillary activities consisted of weekly unguided subgroup sessions, an online dialogue, 
and a concluding reflective log entry where a personal definition of a concept would be 
stated each week. The Socratic-Dialogue course involved an inner participating circle and 
an outer observing one which would exchange positions half way through each session. 
Only the example giver would remain in the inner circle throughout the session. The 
topics changed every week and were some key concepts of teaching and learning: learning, 
language, meaning, knowledge, and teaching. One of the sessions dealt with the topic of dance, 
suggested by the group and the last, seventh session dealt with the proceeds of the 
participation in respect to teaching practice. The sessions were video recorded so that we 
could assess the quality of the sessions as a control measure. The last meeting was held in 

                                                           
9 240 talks were originally planned. However, not all participants managed to record three talks on all three 
measurements. At Time 1, in the experimental group three participants recorded two talks and  one 1 talk 
which resulted in 43 from the planned 48 talks. In the control group six participants recorded 2 talks and one 
participant only 1  which resulted in 40 talks. At Time 2, in the experimental group one participant recorded 1 
talk and one 2 talks which resulted in 45 talks. In the control group three participants recorded 2 talks and 6 
participants managed to record only 1 talk which resulted in 33 talks. At Time 3 in the experimental group, 
one participant did not record any talks, and four  participants recorded only 2 talks, all this resulting in 41 
talks. 
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two parallel sessions facilitated by two participants. In the first session the instructions 
covered the pedagogical measures of the Socratic Dialogue, the role of the facilitator and 
the commitment of the participants. Each session dealt with one of the key concepts and 
followed the same structure: the topic concept was announced at the beginning of the 
session and the group was asked to think of an incident they had experienced in the past 
where this concept had played an important role. The examples or incidents were 
presented and the most suitable one was chosen. Clarification questions were then asked 
so that everyone could place oneself in the situation of the example-giver. Then the 
Socratic Dialogue proper started with common concept formation (Knežić et al., 2010) by 
means of application of the six pedagogical measures (Heckmann, 1981). A flip-over chart 
was used to note down important statements. The session would end with a common 
definition of the concept. In this manner, each week led to a definition of one concept. 
The common concept definition that was formed in the guided session each week was further 
developed in the ancillary activities of that week. The seven-week course was concluded 
by a video recording of a self-organised Socratic Dialogue by each of the participants. The 
language of intervention was Dutch. All the sessions were video recorded.  

In the sessions the facilitator employed the usual skills necessary to conduct a Socratic 
Dialogue: listening to intended meaning, asking open-ended questions, wait time, checking for 
understanding, allowing time, following on from, reformulating, probing and asking follow-up questions. 
In order to make their abstract statements clear participants were encouraged to ground 
them in the concrete example incident. Follow-up questioning revealed the reasons building 
up the arguments and thus validated the statements which were then synthesised yielding 
new insights (Knežić et al., 2010).  

We developed a Socratic-Dialogue assessment form In order to check the quality of the 
intervention. The assessment form envisaged a number of assessment criteria derived 
from the six pedagogical measures (Heckman, 1981) and allowed an intersubjective way of 
establishing the quality of the Socratic Dialogues comprising the intervention. 
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Figure 2. Socratic-Dialogue Assessment Form 
INSTRUCTIONS: First study the assessment form, then watch the Socratic Dialogue (SD) and make notes. At the 

end of the SD score the features 1 through 13. In conclusion, answer the main question stated at the bottom of the 

form. 

DEFINITION: The Socratic Dialogue is a philosophical group dialogue in which the participants guided by a 

facilitator and a number of ground rules strive to reach a consensus in answering a fundamental question on the 

basis of one real-life example with the purpose of achieving new insights.  

SD Ancillary 

1    A concrete real-life example has been 

chosen by the participants.  

1                     2                  3                   4                    5                    

   not at all                           sufficiently                                entirely  

2    The example has a clear relevance to the 

question. 

1                     2                  3                   4                    5                    

   not at all                           sufficiently                                entirely  

3    The instances of Meta Dialogue (MD) 

have been appropriate in quality and 

frequency.  

1                     2                  3                    4                   5    

   not at all                                fairly                                    entirely         

SD Proper 

4    Participants base their contribution upon 

their own experience.  

    1                   2                    3                     4                     5                 

      never                              sometimes                                 often 

5    Participants ground abstract statements in 

the example to thus illuminate them.  

    1                   2                    3                     4                     5                 

      never                              sometimes                                 often 

6    Participants react to or follow on from 

what has been said by other 

participant(s).  

    1                   2                    3                     4                     5                 

      never                              sometimes                                 often 

7    Participants are able to sum up the main 

points of the dialogue.  

   1                    2                    3                     4                     5                 

     not at all                               fairly                                    entirely              

8    Participants make verbal effort to 

understand the thoughts of other 

participants.  

   1                    2                    3                     4                     5                 

      never                              sometimes                                 often 

9    Participants make distinct attempts to 

reach consensus. 

    1                   2                    3                     4                     5                 

      never                              sometimes                                 often 

10  The facilitator helps participants express 

their thoughts clearly and concisely. 

    1                   2                    3                     4                     5                 

      never                              sometimes                                 often 

11   The facilitator checks that the 

contributions are understood by the 

group. 

    1                   2                    3                     4                     5                 

      never                              sometimes                                 often 

12  The facilitator encourages participants to 

work from the concrete situations to 

abstract principles. 

    1                   2                    3                     4                     5                 

      never                              sometimes                                 often 

13  The facilitator helps participants 

synthesize the fragments of the dialogue 

in order to reach new insights.  

    1                   2                    3                     4                     5                 

      never                              sometimes                                 often 

      The main question:  

      Regarding the above scores and the 

definition, to what extent is the dialogue 

a Socratic Dialogue? 

         1                    2                    3                     4                    5  

 

not at all         somewhat   to a fair extent    very much so     entirely          
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An inter-observer reliability procedure was set up for three observers of whom one 
(observer 3, cf Table 4) was the constructor of the form. The observers watched the video 
recording of a two-hour Socratic Dialogue and independently scored the 13 features 
leading up to the main question and the main question on the SD assessment form. For 
the 13 features taken together the correlations were strong, cf. Table 4. There was an 
absolute agreement on the score for the main question. Observer 1 became the assessor 
of the intervention Socratic Dialogues. He assessed the 6 sessions of Socratic Dialogue 
from the DVD. The average mark was a 4 on a five-point scale which means that the 
intervention was of a good quality as intended. The assessment form was employed in the 
English language.  

 

Table 4. Pearson Product-Moment Correlations between Three Observers for 13 Features on the SD 
Assessment Form 

 

Observer 1 2 3 

1  .70* .73* 
2   .73* 
3    

* p = .01 (2-tailed) 

 

Instrument 

We constructed a Teacher-Pupil-Learning-Dialogue scoring scheme, see Figure3, in order 
to measure the quality of teacher participation in content dyadic interaction with second 
language learners. Its construction drew on the sociocultural views on scaffolding learning 
(Vygotsky, 1986; Wood, Bruner & Ross, 1976) of second language learners (Gibbons, 
2002, 2006, 2009; Swain et al., 2009), and the expected effects of the training in the 
Socratic Dialogue (Knežić et al., 2010).  
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Figure 3. Teacher-Pupil-Learning-Dialogue Scoring Scheme 
 

 
The scheme consisted of 8 features of the expected interactional scaffolding in the TPLDs 
and the main question: Bearing in mind the definition above and the scores, what would you say is the 
overall quality of the TPLD? As we have shown earlier, see Figure 1, the Socratic Dialogue 
principles and the sociocultural precepts of the TPLD were seen to have met in the acts 
performed in both: wait time, listening to intended meaning, following on from, checking 
for understanding, asking open-ended questions, allowing time, asking follow up 
questions. All of the SD and the TPLD acts are present in the features, of which some 
almost literally so: teacher asks open-ended questions (1), teacher asks follow up questions (2), teacher 
allows pupil time to express him/herself (4). Regarding the other SD and TPLD acts, employing 
wait time is captured in feature 3, the pace of the dialogue is slow. Negotiating forms is present 
in teacher pays attention to potentially difficult language as talking about language aspects of a 
message can be taken as talking about the form (7) and checking for understanding in 
teacher checks if s/he has understood pupil’s meaning (8). Listening to intended meaning and 

Definition: Teacher pupil learning dialogue (TPLD) is as a dialogue between a teacher and a 
pupil in which the teacher scaffolds the pupil’s learning by means of measures listed below. 

1   Teacher asks open-ended 
questions.  

       1                2                 3                  4                 5 
 not at all                                                    very much so 

2   Teacher asks follow-up 
questions.  

       1                2                 3                  4                 5 
 not at all                                                    very much so 

3   The pace of the dialogue is 
slow. 

       1                2                 3                  4                 5 
 not at all                                                    very much so 

4   Teacher allows pupil time 
to express him/herself. 

       1                2                 3                  4                 5 
 not at all                                                    very much so 

5   The amount of teacher-
talk time is smaller than 
pupil-talk time. 

       1                2                 3                  4                 5 
 not at all                                                    very much so 

6    Teacher explicitly invites 
pupil to contribute.     

       1                2                 3                  4                 5 
 not at all                                                    very much so 

7   Teacher pays attention to  
potentially difficult language.      

       1                2                 3                  4                 5 
 not at all                                                    very much so 

8   Teacher  checks if s/he 
has understood pupil’s 
meaning. 

       1                2                 3                  4                 5 
 not at all                                                    very much so 

Main question 
Regarding the definition of 
TPLD and the  above scores, 
how would you assess the 
overall quality of the TPLD? 

    
       1                 2                 3                  4                 5 
very poor        poor         average          good        very good 
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following on from are present in features 1 and 2 and conditioned by item 6, teacher 
explicitly invites pupil to contribute. In this way every feature tried to capture an aspect of 
interactional scaffolding. The scheme was scored on a five-point Likert scale ranging from 
not at all to very much so. The observers followed a two-step protocol while listening once to 
each TPLD: first a TPLD was scored on the 8 features and then the main question would 
be answered in terms of a score. 
 
An inter-observer reliability procedure was carried out by investigating the relationship 
between the scores of two observers on 8 TPLDs. To this end Pearson product-moment 
correlation coefficient was used. 

Table 5. Pearson Product-Moment Correlations Between Two Observers for TPLD Scoring Scheme 
 

Feature N r 
1  Teacher asks open-ended questions. 8 .88 
2  Teacher asks follow-up questions. 8 .87 
3  The pace of the dialogue is slow. 8 1 
4  Teacher allows pupil time to express him/herself. 8 .82 
5  The amount of teacher-talk time is smaller than pupil-talk time. 8 .72 
6  Teacher explicitly invites pupil to contribute. 8 .70 
7  Teacher pays attention to potentially difficult language.      8 .70 
8  Teacher  checks if s/he has understood pupil’s meaning. 8 .88 
Main question  
Regarding the definition of TPLD and the above scores, how would you 
assess the overall quality of the TPLD? 

8 .87 

 
As presented in Table 5, Pearson pmc for the 8 features ranged between strong (r = .70) 
and excellent (r = 1). For the main question it was very strong (r = .87). This allowed us to 
assume that TPLD scoring scheme was reliable. The TPLD scoring scheme was 
constructed and employed in English.  
 
 
 

Results 

A two-way between-groups multivariate analysis of variance was executed for 202 ten-
minute Teacher Pupil Learning Dialogues (TPLDs), see Table 3, as scored by trained 
observers using the TPLD scoring scheme represented in Figure 3. First an analysis was 
carried out for the main question, next for the 8 features. The analysis was performed for 
Time1 and Time 2 to investigate the impact of the intervention on the quality of TPLDs, 
see Table 6 for the descriptive statistics. All effects are reported as significant at p < .05. 
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The independent variables were time and group. Preliminary assumption testing was 
conducted to check for normality, linearity, univariate and multivariate outliers, 
homogeneity of variance, covariance and multicollinearity. There were no serious 
violations noted. Sex and study sort (Bachelor and Master programme), were used as 
covariates in the analysis. There was a statistically significant interaction effect between 
time and group on the combined 8 variables (features), F (8,51) = 2.36, p = .03; Wilks’ 
Lambda = .73, partial eta squared = .27. Partial eta squared suggested a very large effect 
size. When the results for the dependent variables were considered separately, 6 out of 8 
showed significant effects, see Table 7, the lowest being of a small size, partial eta squared 
= .05 and the highest of a large size, partial eta squared = .16. 
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Table 6. Descriptive Statistics for Evaluation of TPLDs for Time 1, Time 2 and Time 3 
 
Feature Time Group Mean  Std. Deviation N 

1 
Teacher asks open-
ended questions. 

1 Experimental 2.01 .63 16 
Control 2.36 .80 16 

2 Experimental 2.49 .92 16 
Control 2.03 .82 16 

3 
 

Experimental 2.57 .81 15* 

2 
Teacher asks follow-
up questions. 

1 Experimental 2.44 .56 16 
Control 2.60 .93 16 

2 Experimental 2.73 .91 16 
Control 2.15 .70 16 

3 
 

Experimental 2.93 .87 15* 

3 
The pace of 
dialogue is slow. 
 

1 Experimental 2.03 .48 16 
Control 2.59 .68 16 

2 Experimental 2.80 .81 16 
Control 2.31 .68 16 

3 
 

Experimental 3.07 .68 15* 

4 
Teacher allows pupil 
time to express 
him/herself.  

1 Experimental 2.27 .46 16 
Control 2.51 .66 16 

2 Experimental 3.08 .84 16 
Control 2.19 .71 16 

3 
 

Experimental 3.33 .63 15* 

5 
The amount of 
teacher-talk time is 
smaller than pupil-
talk time. 

1 Experimental 1.68 .47 16 
Control 1.82 .61 16 

2 Experimental 2.24 .57 16 
Control 1.89 .54 16 

3 
 

Experimental 2.39 .56 15* 

6 
Teacher invites 
pupil to contribute.  

1 Experimental 2.15 .78 16 
Control 2.50 .77 16 

2 Experimental 2.75 .96 16 
Control 2.19 .92 16 

3 
 

Experimental 2.87 1.03 15* 

7 
Teacher pays 
attention to 
potentially difficult 
language.  

1 Experimental 1.36 .39 16 
Control 1.68 .57 16 

2 Experimental 1.73 .70 16 
Control 1.43 .45 16 

3 
 

Experimental 1.57 .82 15* 

8 
Teacher checks if 
s/he has understood 
pupil’s meaning. 

1 Experimental 1.23 .38 16 
Control 1.33 .38 16 

2 Experimental 1.66 .62 16 
Control 1.16 .31 16 

3 
 

Experimental 1.60 .71 15* 

Main Question 
The overall quality 
of the talk.  

1 Experimental 1.97 .58 16 
Control 2.34 .66 16 

2 Experimental 2.79 .76 16 
Control 2.33 .52 16 

3 Experimental 3.21 .79 15* 

*In the meantime one participant had lost her school placement and could not take part in the third, 3-month 
follow-up measurement.  
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A two-way between-groups analysis of variance was conducted to explore the interaction 
effect between time and group for the main question referring to the overall quality of 
TPLDs for times 1 and 2. Also in this analysis sex and study sort were used as covariates. 
There was a statistically significant interaction effect between time and group, F (1,58) = 
7,18, p = .01; partial eta squared = .11, partial eta squared indicating a medium effect size, 
see Figure 4. 11 percent of variance of the dependent variable was explained by the 
interaction between time and group. 
 

Figure 4. Estimated Marginal Means for Main Question10 for Experimental and Control Groups for 
Time 1, Time 2 and Time 3 

 

The means in Table 6 indicate that both the overall quality of the TPLDs as well as that of 
6 particular features continued growing after Time 2. The features 7, Teacher pays attention to 

                                                           
10 For the Main Question see Figure 3, TPLD scoring scheme. 
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potentially difficult language and 8, teacher checks if s/he has understood pupil’s meaning, showed a 
drop in relation to Time 2 but were still higher than for Time 1.  
 

Table 7. Tests of Between-Subjects Effects for Evaluation of 8 Features for Experimental and Control 
Groups for Time 1 and Time 2  
 

Feature F(1,58) P-value Partial eta squared 

1 4.13 .04* .07 
2 3.91 .07 .06 
3 11.26 .003** .14 
4 13.32 .002** .16 
5 3.38 .08 .05 
6 3.82 .04* .07 
7 3.84 .03* .08 
8 6.35 .009** .11 

*p< .05 
** p<.01 

 
These results lead us to conclude that the experience in Socratic Dialogue had had a 
positive effect on teachers' interaction in TPLDs with second-language learners. The 
interactional scaffolding showed improvement on the whole not only immediately after 
the Socratic Dialogues, but also showed growth three months later. This was true for the 
main question, the combined 8 features and 6 of 8 features separately. The participating 
teachers asked more open-ended questions and follow up questions, slowed down the 
pace of the dialogue, invited the pupils’ contribution more often and allowed them time to 
express themselves. They also checked more often if they had understood the pupils’ 
meaning and paid attention to potentially difficult language.  
 
By way of illustration, we will present excerpts taken from two talks led by a student 
teacher with the same pupil before and after the intervention. The teacher is a Bachelor 
History student teacher and speaks to the pupil whom he does not teach in the class. The 
pupil is a 13 year old boy whose both parents are English and attends a 2nd form of pre-
university stream. Both talks take place outside the classroom. The two excerpts are 
separated by a period of 7 months. Excerpt 1 is from a talk which took place before the 
intervention, hence talk one, and excerpt 2 from a talk after the intervention, hence talk 
two. The two talks were chosen because of the great difference in score: talk one was 
scored 1 on the five-point Likert scale, and talk two, 4. For both talks the same 
instructions were given to the student teacher. Talk one is organised around 2 key 
concepts discussed previously in History classes. The fragment discusses the first of the 
concepts, absolute monarch and is at the beginning of the talk.  
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Excerpt 111. Absolute Monarch 
 
1 T already –already-already since the Middle Ages a CLAss society (.4) 
2  Do you happen to know what an ABSolute MONarch is ? (.5) 
3 P eh . a bit of a KINg who has everything in power or so ? 
4 T very good very good – no that is indeed eh – a – yes a king in the sense of 5that you  
5  can see in the Middle Ages (.4) that eh eh eh can do everything he wants (.5) and eh .  
6  that he doesn’t need to obey anybody (.5) Because we have for example queen BEAtrix  
7  she needs to obey the ministers and she has all sorts of rules . but an absolute MONarch (.4) 
8  he does what he wants. 
9 P yes 
10 T and eh yes that eh he doesn’t need to justify himself to anybody (1.2) 
11  eh well FRANce had such an absolute monarch (.5) eh I don’t know if you know eh yes 
12  they had MORe of them . but I don’t know if you know – know the MOSt KNOWn name ? 
13 P no . I think it’s LOUis the seventeenth or so - or the eighteenth 
14 T yes well (.4) yes – no – the most KNOWn absolute monarch was Louis the fourTEENth (.7) 
15  but in the book they have it about Louis the sixteenth (.6) eh because the revoLUTIOn  
16  breaks out there (.8) 
17 P is HE the one who gets beheaded ? 
18 T yes – yes – precisely – that’s the one [laughs] 

 

                                                           
11 The following transcription conventions were used.  
 
Layout Turns are numbered consecutively. Within turns, each new utterance starts on a new line. 

   
X  Speakers are indicated by name or initial letter of name. 
- Incomplete utterances or restarts are shown by a hyphen on the end of the segment that 

was not completed.  
- Continuations after an intervening speaker are shown preceded by a hyphen. 
. One period marks a perceptible pause. Thereafter, pause lengths are given in seconds 

between brackets. 
? ! These punctuation marks are used to mark utterances that are judged to have an 

interrogative or exclamatory intention. 
CAPS Capitals are used for words spoken with emphasis. 
< >  Angle brackets enclose segments about which the transcriber is uncertain. 
* Passages that were insufficiently clear to transcribe are shown with asterisk, one for each 

word judged to have been spoken. 
____ When two participants speak at once, the overlapping segments are underlined and 

vertically aligned. 
‘‘ Words that are quoted or passages that are read aloud are enclosed in inverted commas. 
( ) Interpretations of what was said or descriptions of the manner in which it was said are 

enclosed in parentheses. 
[ ]  Square brackets enclose descriptions of other relevant behaviour.   
(.4)  The numbers in brackets refer to pause time expressed in seconds, e.g., four tenths of a 

second.  
T, P  T stands for ‘teacher’ and P for ‘pupil’.  
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Talk two is about 4 key concepts of which World War II is discussed in the fragment 
below. The excerpt covers the last part of the talk before the conclusion.  
 
Excerpt 2. Blitzkrieg 
 
1 P and eh (.4) well this was how (.4) and that Hitler who SAID well that he would do 
2  terrible things (.7) but people still didn’t believe it then – not really – but – and he 
3  promised also many soLUTIOns eh for example that those people would have FOOd and 
4  and that they would again stand economically strong (.6) that Germany would also get a 
5  bigger place to live and so 
6 T uhm (1.1) 
7 P so . this is why many people voted for him 
8  and this is how he had so much power that he could . found a dictatorship 
9 T o.k. (.5) 
10 P and he got very much POWer (.4) really 
11 T yes 
12 P and could really do everything himself 
13 T yes (.7) 
14  and THEn . the war itself how did it start ? 
15 P eh . when he attached POLand (.7) 
16 T yes . do you know – do you know what we call that war ? (.4) 
17 P ehm 
18 T he led it SO FASt this war (.5) that we – that a cer- give it a certain German name 
19 P Blitzkrieg? 
20 T Blitzkrieg indeed (.7) yes 
21 P lightning war [laughs] or so 
22 T yes precisely . yes (.4) because it went so FASt (.7) 

 
The excerpts are comparable since they fulfil the same function in the talks, namely that 
of checking and deepening the pupil’s understanding of certain historical concepts. We 
will compare them on the whole, and regarding the following interactional scaffolding 
features: the pace, allowing time, inviting the pupil to contribute, and paying attention to 
potentially difficult language. The pace of the second excerpt is slower than that of the 
first one and the pauses are mainly made by the pupil which means that the teacher allows 
him time to express himself (lines 1 – 5), contrary to the first excerpt where he leaves no 
time between his next and pupil’s previous turn. Of the 4 pupil turns in the first excerpt 
only 2 were invited by the teacher. The other 2 were results of the pupil’s initiative (lines 9 
and 17). Besides, the pupil’s turns in Excerpt 1 are very brief as opposed to those in Excerpt 
2, where the teacher sustains the pupil’s initiative through prompts and invitation. 
Regarding the potentially difficult language, in Excerpt 2 the teacher elicits the academic 
term Blitzkrieg from the student by means of several prompts (lines 16 through 20). On 
the whole, Excerpt 1 is teacher told and teacher directed whereas excerpt 2 is still teacher 
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directed but evidently pupil told. Lines 16 through 21 in Excerpt 2 illustrate scaffolding. 
Instead of providing the answer, the teacher prompts the pupil by providing scaffolding 
consisting of ‘led it so FAST’ and ‘a German name’. The sequence is closed by the pupil 
demonstrating understanding of the term ‘Blitzkrieg’.  
 
 

 
Discussion 

 
Our research question has been answered positively. The participation in the Socratic 
Dialogues influenced teacher interaction in the TPLDs with second language learners. The 
overall quality of the TPLDs has improved after the seven-week course in the Socratic 
Dialogue and moreover, it not only had stayed stable three months later but continued 
improving, see Table 6 and Figure 4. This also held for almost all separate features.  
 
Our results suggest that the Socratic Dialogue may be a worthwhile method for integrative 
development of student teachers’ interactional skills. It appeared to have had effect on the 
participating student-teachers’ interactional scaffolding behaviour in the Teacher-Pupil 
Learning Dialogues with second language learners. Through asking more open-ended 
questions, the student teachers used a dialogic space (Wegerif, 2007) better and probed 
the pupils’ statements and assumptions by means of asking follow-up questions where 
they could have given answers (Resnick, 1987). They co-constructed knowledge (Mercer, 
1995) in a dialogic inquiry (Wells, 1999) rather than presented it in a dialogic monologue 
which so often was the case before the intervention, see excerpt 1 in the previous section. 
They also invited the pupils to contribute and thus stimulated the language production 
(Pica, 2002; Gibbons, 2002). They slowed down the pace of the dialogue by employing 
wait time (Cazden, 2001) and allowed the pupils time to express themselves and thus 
created space for employing their own sensitivity to the pupils’ language needs (Rogoff, 
1990; Gibbons, 2002, 2006). They paid more attention to potentially difficult language 
through form-focused interventions (Pica, 2002) after the intervention which may point to 
heightened language awareness.  
 
Strikingly, all this took place in the TPLDs after the intervention without the participants 
being explicitly instructed to employ what they had learned in the Socratic Dialogues in 
the TPLDs. Perhaps the most striking change in teacher behaviour in the post-
intervention talks was in paying attention to potentially difficult language considering that second 
language acquisition was not discussed or even mentioned anywhere in the course of the 
intervention. How is that possible? Perhaps the Socratic Dialogues paved new paths to the 
participants’ individual teaching resources. The participants might have became more 
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sensitive to their second language learners’ linguistic needs and consequently more 
responsive in scaffolding their learning. If true, how could this have come about?  
 
Arguably the communicative awareness got heightened in the course of the intervention 
due to at least two factors. One, the communication in the Socratic Dialogues was guided 
by means of rules for speaking and listening which led the participants to take account of 
others’ communicative needs and intentions. Two, the Socratic Dialogues focused on 
experiential knowledge and invited the participants to introduce their personal experiences 
and to reflect on them amongst their peers. These two factors may have been of vital 
importance in bringing about insights in the mechanisms and difficulties of interaction as 
well as meta-communicative understanding. An aspect of this is that the student teacher 
learnt, while participating in conversations, not to rely only on trained knowledge and 
skills, but to allow room for personal experiences. Therefore, we may expect that teacher 
students, after having experienced the Socratic Dialogues, did become more 
communicatively sensitive in TPLD’s and, as part of this, were able to allow and 
encourage the pupils to participate more than before the experience. In the TPLDs the 
student teachers were in charge and expectedly deployed the skills and sensitivities learnt 
in the Socratic Dialogues. 
  
However, there remains one point to be addressed still. Two of the 8 features, Teacher pays 
attention to potentially difficult language (feature 7) and Teacher checks if s/he has understood pupil’s 
meaning (feature 8) consolidated but stopped growing between Time 2 and Time 3. What 
could be the reasons for this? Separate explanation needs to be offered for each of them. 
Contrary to the other features which are general interactional features encouraging pupil 
participation, feature 7 typically connects to second language teaching and acquisition. As 
such it may take special language teaching methodology to continue developing. In a 
future intervention, one may complement Socratic Dialogues by for example a training in 
metalinguistic literacy in order to produce a more sustained change in teachers’ paying 
attention to potentially difficult language. Also, making second and foreign language 
acquisition the topic of the Socratic Dialogues may strengthen these particular features. So 
far regarding feature 7. An explanation for feature 8 consolidating but not continuing 
growing could be the fact that checking for understanding before taking a turn in a 
dialogue, as beneficial as it is to promoting mutual understanding, it puts strain on the 
dialogue and disrupts the interactional flow. Additional metacognitive insights could 
benefit the growth of this feature. These could be trained easily in Socratic Dialogues by 
shifting the focus of meta dialogues to metacommunicative observations.  
 
An evaluative word needs to be said about the intervention. The intervention faced a few 
methodological and circumstantial constraints. The experimental design desired large 
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groups. However, the Socratic Dialogues required smaller groups and thus had to take 
place in two subgroups: an inner participating one and an outer observing one, which 
exchanged roles half way each session. This was not advantageous to the group dynamics 
or commitment. Resuming a dialogue which was done by another group is less engaging 
than continuing a dialogue by one’s own group. Next, the timetable and the curriculum 
prevented the third measurement in the control group as that group needed to get the 
same training in the same academic year. So, in the time of third measurement, the control 
group was undergoing the training and thus ceased to be a control group. Besides, the 
TPLDs were held in case of almost half of the experimental and control group 
participants with different learners on different measurements. This may have also 
influenced the results.  
 

 
Conclusion and Implications 

 
This study examined the effects of the Socratic Dialogue in the tradition of Nelson and 
Heckmann on teacher participation in Teacher-Pupil Learning Dialogues with second 
language learners. Aiming at an integrative development of student teachers’ interactional 
skills the Socratic Dialogue course seemed to have produced effects on teacher behaviour 
not directly trained during the intervention, one of them being paying attention to 
potentially difficult language. It improved the student teachers interactional scaffolding in 
TPLDs. The improvement was established directly after the Socratic Dialogue course and 
also three months later which indicates that the improvement is sustained and lasting.  
 
In order to benefit from the pedagogical potential of the Socratic Dialogue, it is of crucial 
importance that it be clearly defined and its possible adjustments accounted for (Knežić et 
al., 2010). The Socratic Dialogue could improve student teachers’ interactional skills while 
raising language awareness and deepening the understanding of dialogic process as well as 
of the discussed topics. This is why we would recommend integrating the Socratic 
Dialogue in teacher education as a course, on the condition that teacher educators get 
trained themselves in facilitating it.  
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CHAPTER 512 

FROM QUIZZING TO CONVERSING: LEARNING DIALOGUES OF CONTENT 
AREA TEACHERS WITH SECOND LANGUAGE PUPILS 

 

Abstract 

This study tries to capture the nature of the change in interaction between content area 
teachers and their second language pupils (advanced second language learners in the 
mainstream classroom) in the teacher-pupil learning dialogues. These dialogues are 
selected from the data corpus which exhibited significant changes in teacher behaviour 
such as asking open-ended questions, slowing down the pace of the dialogue, allowing 
pupils time to express themselves, inviting pupils to contribute, paying attention to 
potentially difficult language and checking if s/he has understood pupil’s meaning. This 
teacher behaviour seems to have contributed to the interaction which became an opener, 
slower and deeper dialogue where L2 pupils’ participation increased and their language 
development got better support. The series of staccato IRF exchanges transformed into 
connected, coherent dialogue: the interaction moved from quizzing to conversing. 

 

Introduction 

Dyadic interaction between content teachers and second language pupils (i.e. advanced 
second language learners in the mainstream classroom) is in a great need of research. The 
case gains in urgency regarding a widening gap between the central place talk occupies in 
learning and instruction and the growing need for successful teacher-pupil interaction in 
the increasingly diverse mainstream classroom. For example, within the framework of 
sociocultural theory and second language acquisition, no such research has been done 
(Lee, 2005; Lantolf & Beckett, 2009), except for the study by Elbers, Hajer, Jonker, Koole 
and Prenger (2008). Lee (2005) found no studies on e.g. preparing prospective science 
teachers with second language pupils. The research by Knežić, Elbers, Wubbels and Hajer 
(submitted) tried to fill this gap. Not only did they study the interaction between content 
area student teachers and second language pupils, but they also looked at how it can be 
influenced to change. The present study is a continuation of this research. Knežić et al. 

                                                           
12 Knežić, D., Hajer, M., Elbers, E. & Wubbels, T. (2011). From quizzing to conversing: Learning dialogues of 

content area teachers with second language pupils. Manuscript submitted for publication.   
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(submitted) established significant improvement of teacher behaviour on a macroanalytic 
level. In the present article, we try to see if there is a change in interaction on the 
microanalytic level and, if so, what precisely it consists of. 

The special role of spoken interaction between teacher and pupil has been recognized by 
many authors adhering to the sociocultural view of learning and knowing (Edwards & 
Mercer, 1987). The sociocultural learning theory contends that development follows 
learning, participation in activity is central to the development of knowledge and it 
progresses from apprenticeship to appropriation (Walqui & Van Lier, 2010). Talk is the 
primary medium of interaction (Edwards & Westgate, 1994, p. 6), and it helps learners to 
make explicit to themselves and others what they know. Spoken interaction is the locus of 
collaborative knowledge building (Wells, 1999) where knowledge is recreated, modified 
and extended. Through talk we can think together,( Mercer, 2000), and children can 
develop, teachers can teach and pupils can learn in creating and negotiating a shared 
communicative space (Mercer and Littleton, 2007). Between a teacher and a pupil, talk can 
become the locus of interactional scaffolding (Van Lier, 1996, Gibbons, 2009) where ‘ the 
teacher decides from moment to moment when to prompt, help, pause, correct’ (Van 
Lier, 1996, p. 199) in order to afford the pupil’s participation.  

Talk acquires an additional dimension in case of advanced second language learners in 
mainstream classrooms, hence referred to as second language pupils (L2 pupils). In 
content area classes they are taught content in the language that they are still developing 
by the teachers who do not necessarily pay attention to the language. Second language 
pupils may profit by content area teachers who are prepared and capable of looking ‘at the 
window of language rather than just through the window of language’ (Mehan, 1984) and 
adjust their teaching accordingly. Research in second language acquisition has 
corroborated the important role language development plays in cognitive and emotional 
development of children (Gibbons, 2002, 2006, 2009; Pavlenko & Lantolf, 2002; Wong 
Fillmore & Snow, 2002; Lee, 2005; Haneda & Wells, 2008). Paying attention to the 
language thus becomes an additional feature of interactional scaffolding of L2 pupils’ 
learning. In interactional scaffolding of second language pupils’ learning, Gibbons (2009, 
p. 158) lists the following characteristics of teacher talk: listening to learners’ intended 
meanings, building on learners’ prior experiences, recapitulating what has been said at 
regular intervals, appropriating students’ responses and recasting them, engaging in longer 
exchanges with students than occur in IRF sequence, allowing learners more time to 
respond by not interrupting them and allowing adequate wait time for students to start 
answering. Observations in multilingual mainstream mathematics classes show that these 
characteristics are not necessarily displayed by content teachers (Elbers et al., 2008). 
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Knežić et al., (submitted) looked at ten-minute learning dialogues between content 
teachers and L2 pupils through the prism of what they called teacher-pupil learning 
dialogues (TPLDs)and defined them as talks between a teacher and a pupil in which the 
teacher makes a clear attempt at scaffolding the pupil’s learning, in other words, dialogues 
where interactional scaffolding takes place. Seeking to improve the quality of TPLDs, they 
performed an experimental study into the content area student teachers’ interaction with 
L2 pupils the TPLDs. These dialogues were performed outside the classroom, so that the 
teachers could freely focus on the interaction with the pupils. The intervention consisted 
of a seven-week Socratic Dialogue course for the teachers in which key educational 
concepts such as learning, knowledge, language, meaning and teaching were discussed. The 
Socratic Dialogue is a form of Socratic method in the Nelson and Heckmann tradition 
(Heckmann, 1981; Kessels, 1999; Saran and Neisser, 2004) which involves a group led by 
a facilitator. Together, they try to construct an answer to a commonly raised fundamental 
question. In doing so, they follow a number of rules which slow down the dialogue and 
promote mutual understanding (Knežić, Wubbels, Elbers & Hajer, 2010). In total 202 
TPLDs with L2 pupils were scored from audio files on 8 features leading to assessing the 
overall quality of each TPLD on a five-point Likert scale. This macroanalysis measured 
significant effects. Not only did the overall quality of the TPLDs improve on the second 
and retention measurement but also the separate features showed improvement; the 
teachers asked more open-ended questions, slowed down the pace of the dialogue, more 
often explicitly invited L2 pupils to contribute and allowed them more time to express 
themselves, asked follow up questions and checked pupils’ meaning more often. Also, the 
teachers spoke less and the pupils spoke more. In brief, they afforded the pupils’ 
participation better and paid more attention to the language the pupils could find difficult. 
The study showed effects on an overall level, but it remained to be determined whether 
the changed teacher and pupil behaviour produced conditions which have also changed 
the interaction. That is, we wanted to know if behaviour on the microlevel had changed 
and brought about a shift from quizzing, i.e. a series of loose question-answer exchanges 
about a subject matter where teachers check pupils’ knowledge, to conversing, talking and 
thinking together about the subject matter where teachers attempt at building knowledge 
and understanding in interaction with pupils. The current study tried to find out if this was 
the case, and if so, what shape it assumed.  

In order to carry out the analysis on the microlevel we analysed in detail a selection of the 
TLPDs of the previous study, characterized by the largest score difference: ten sets of 
TPLDs by the same teachers, one before (TPLD 1) and one after the intervention (TPLD 
2). We saw the TPLDs as constrained by two factors, their institutionalised nature and 
their goal. They were talks between teachers and pupils and appeared to consist 
predominantly of questions and answers. Their goal was determined by the task the 
teachers were set: to check and increase the knowledge of the L2 pupils through 
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discussing a number of key concepts. The latter made us look at how the key concepts 
were discussed, what interaction characterized them. Regarding the questions, we were 
aware that two types were to be expected: display and referential questions (Mehan, 1979; 
Musumeci, 1996; Dalton-Puffer, 2007; Walsh, 2006), the former being questions to which 
the questioner knows the answer, and the latter being alleged genuine questions to which 
the questioner does not know the answer. Dalton-Puffer (2007) observed that referential 
questions make pupils feel more at the right place. We recognized the importance of yet 
another distinction of questions, open and closed. Musumeci (1996) found that it was 
open rather than display or referential questions that induced more extensive pupil 
participation. We used a restrictive definition of closed questions as either/or questions 
and questions which can be answered with yes or no; and open questions as all other 
questions (Walsh, 2006; Dalton-Puffer, 2007) i.e what, how, where, who and why questions.  

We examined the interaction in the TPLDs by means of mixed methods, mainly 
consisting of elements of discourse analysis (DA) and conversation analysis (CA). DA 
elements were the framework of question and answer or rather utterances within different 
exchange types that consisted of Initiation, Response, Feedback (IRF) (Sinclair and 
Coulthard, 1975) or triadic dialogue (Lemke, 1990) and the preset features of key concepts 
and attention to language. A CA element consisted in looking for sequential organisations. 
Walsh (2006) recognizes the value of CA in institutional settings in spite of its original 
focus on naturally occurring conversations. Also, Dalton-Puffer (2007) stresses the 
suitability of CA to approach classroom talk from the knowledge construction perspective 
(p. 70) where a talk between a teacher and a pupil is seen as learning acted out by the 
participants. So, we used CA in order to see what teacher actions have produced what 
pupil behaviour and the other way around. Schegloff (2007) believes that indeed most of 
talk-in interaction is better examined in respect to action, that is in respect to what it is 
doing rather than topicality, or what it is about. This served our purpose perfectly as we 
examined the teacher pupil interaction in relation to the meaning and context: how 
teacher and pupil used the context developed continually by the interaction itself.  

Our research question was how teacher-pupil interaction differed in high quality TLPDs 
after the intervention and low quality TPLDs before the intervention. This referred in 
particular to affordances of L2 pupil participation and attention to language.  
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Method 

This section covers the description of the methodology of the study, including operational 
definitions and examples of the variables that were investigated. Twenty TPLDs were 
transcribed and the whole analysis took place from the transcripts.  

 

Data Selection 

Since this study is based on the macroanalysis study by Knežić et al., (submitted), we made 
a selection of ten sets of TPLDs from that study’s data according to the following 
procedure. We first examined the macroanalysis scores of the overall quality of the 
TPLDs by the same teachers before and after the intervention. In this, we were led by two 
assumptions, one, that changes in interaction could best be seen in TPLDs conducted by 
the same teachers, and two, be most expected in TPLDs carrying the largest possible 
score difference. We then looked for the average score difference between TPLD 1 and 
TPLD 2 of 1 point or more on a five-point scale and subsequently compared the scores of 
the particular TPLDs and sought a minimum score difference of 2 points. Table 1 includes 
the score shift between TPLD 1 and TPLD 2 regarding the overall quality of the 
dialogues. 
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Table 1. Overview of Participants and Shift in TPLD Scores 
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1 ♂ 22 BEd Maths ♀ 13 JVE Turkey 2    4 ♂ 14 JV Morocco 

2 ♂ 20 BEd History ♂ 13 PUE England 1    4 ♂ 13 PU England 

3 ♂ 21 BEd Biology ♀ 15 PUE China 2    4 ♀ 15 PU China 

4 ♀ 22 BEd History ♂ 14 JV Turkey 2    4 ♂ 12 JV Ghana 

5 ♀ 48 MEd Physics ♂ 15 HGP Armenia 1    5 ♂ 15 HGP Armenia 

6 ♂ 20 BEd History ♂ 13 JV Bosnia 1    3 ♀ 12 JV Turkey 

7 ♀ 22 BEd History ♀ 14 HGP Turkey 2    4 ♂ 12 HGP Suriname 

8 ♀ 20 BEd Biology  ♀ 13 PU Afghan 1    3 ♀ 13 HGP Indonesia 

9 ♂ 58 MEd Maths ♂ 14 HGP Indonesia 1    4 ♀ 18 HGP Indonesia 

10 ♂ 20 BEd Geography ♀ 13  JV Vietnam 1    3 ♂ 13 JV Morocco  

Note. Level means secondary education level: JV stands for junior vocational education, HGP for higher 

general preparatory education and PU stands for pre-university education. Scores are on the five-point Likert 

scale. 

 

Participants 

Ten TPLDs before and ten after the intervention, were performed by ten student teachers 
with the same or different L2 pupils, see Table 1. We defined L2 pupils as advanced 
second language learners in the mainstream classroom. Teachers who did TPLDs in the 
sets 2, 3 and 5, carried them out with the same pupils before and after the intervention. 
The pupil’s origin was recorded as reported by the pupil. 7 girls and 9 boys participated in 
the talks between 12 and 15 years of age, and one girl of 18. 8 followed Junior Vocational 
Education, 6 Higher General Preparatory Education, and 3 followed Pre-University 
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Education. Among the student teachers, there were two MEd in-service second year 
students and 8 pre-service BEd students in their third year, all in content area. There were 
3 female and 5 male BEd students and one female and one male MEd student.  

 

Data analysis 

The data analysis consisted of a quantitative analysis addressing our question regarding the 
changes in pace, interactional space and turn intensity; and a qualitative analysis of the ten 
sets of TPLDs in order to capture the nature of the interaction between content area 
teacher and second language pupils. They will now be presented in this order.  

 

Quantitative Analysis  

The quantitative analysis comprised three variables: pace, interactional space and turn 
intensity, see Table 2. The duration of each TPLD was expressed in minutes. We measured 
pauses within each TPLD in seconds, in order to be able to say something about the pace 
of the dialogue. We defined pace as pause time per minute. We also counted the words 
uttered by the teacher and the pupil separately with an intention to establish the degree of 
occupation of the interactional space, see Table 3 in the Results section. We defined 
interactional space as the ratio in word count between the teacher and the pupil, see Table 
4 in the Results section. In order to establish the turn intensity, we divided the number of 
turns by the number of minutes a TPLD lasted, see Table 5. We defined a turn as a stretch 
of speech by one speaker until another speaker started speaking. As we had no conceptual 
reason for treating the three variables together, we carried out a separate paired-samples t-
test for each of the three variables.  

 

Qualitative Analysis And Data Coding 

The qualitative analysis of the transcripts was performed by employing Atlas.ti 5.0, 
qualitative research software. The transcripts of all 20 TPLDs were imported as primary 
documents. Each primary document was then divided into quotations which were 
subsequently coded. Quotations were excerpts deemed to represent a certain feature. The 
excerpts from the data discussed below will carry the original numbers of the quotations, 
eg. 2:13 will mean primary document 2, quotation 13. The primary documents (TPLDs) 
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contained between 6 and 51 quotations. The title of each excerpt denotes a code of the 
feature presented and the name of the content area it took place in. 
 
We scrutinized the data through the magnifying glass of sequential organization of each 
TPLD. Schegloff (2007) defines sequence as a meaningful succession of actions which 
accomplish some activity. We proceeded in three steps after having identified and 
bracketed off the opening and closing sequences of each TPLD since they amounted to 
very much the same across the ten sets. All opening sequences stated the general 
information about the place and the time of the dialogue, teacher’s name and content area, 
and the pupil’s name and origin. As such, they had no substantive bearing on the TPLD 
and were for this reason left out of consideration. Closing sequences invariably refer to 
the time expiry and extend appreciation to the pupil for taking part in the talk. So, we 
divided each TPLD into organisational sequences, which turned out to be recognized as 
key concept sequences (step 1). We further divided each key concept sequence into 
question sequences (step 2) and then examined the question sequences for instances 
where attention to language was paid (step 3). We will now turn to illustrating each of the 
steps and explain how coding was performed.  
 
As already pointed out, the largest organizational sequence into which each TPLD was 
segmented, was a key concept sequence (step 1). A key concept sequence was defined as a 
sequence of multiple adjacency pairs tied together by a discussion of one key concept. An 
adjacency pair is a pair of two adjacently placed turns by two different speakers in a 
relative order (Schegloff, 2007). In a TPLD, there were usually three such sequences and 
never more than five. Excerpt 19:1 illustrates a key concept sequence.  
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Excerpt 19:9.13 Key Concept Sequence, Biology 

 
1 T nou we hebben vorige hoofdstuk hebben we ’t gehad over ordening over ’t eh  
  So we discussed the previous chapter we discussed the classification the uh 
2  rijk van de dieren (0.5) en kan jij mij vertellen wat ’t verschil is tussen  
  the animal kingdom (0.5) and can you tell me what the difference is between 
3  tweezijdig symmetrisch en VEELzijdig symmetrisch (0.4) 
  bilaterally symmetric and MULtilaterally symmetric (0.4) 
4 P nou tweezijdig symmetrisch is dat ehm (.) dat je aan twee zijden van je  
  Well bilaterally symmetric is that uh (.) that you on two sides of your 
5  lichaam bijvoorbeeld (0.4) ’t eh ’t zelfde er uitziet precies exact hetzelfde (.) 
  body for example (0.4)look the same precisely exactly the same (.) 
6 T ja : (.)  
  ye:s (.) 
7 P en bij veelzijdig symmetrisch is bijvoorbeeld dat je LIchaam (0.6) ehm (.) eh  
  and in multilaterally symmetric is for example that your BOdy (0.6) uh (.) uh 
8  van heel veel eh heel veel KANten eh echt precies exact hetzelfde is  

 from very many uh very many SIdes eh is precisely exactly the same 
9 T ja! en kan jij mij een voorbeeld noemen van een organisme dat  
  yes (.) and can you give me an example of an organism that 
10  veelzijdig symmetrisch is? (0.4) 
  is multilaterally symmetric ? (0.4) 
11 P een zeester 
  a see star  
12 T JA dat klopt. (0.5) en eh (.) kan je me ook een voorbeeld noemen van  

                                                           
13 The following transcription conventions were used.  
Layout Turns are numbered consecutively. Within turns, each new utterance starts on a new line.  
  
T / P Teacher is indicated by T and pupil by P. 
[ ] Separate right square brackets on two successive lines with utterances by different speakers indicate 

and overlap in speech.    
- A hyphen after a word or part of a word indicates a cut-off or self-interruption. 
(0.5) Numbers in parentheses indicate silence, represented in tenths of a second; what is given here in the 

left margin indicates 0.5 second of silence.  
(.) A dot in parentheses indicates a ‘micropause’, hearable but not readily measureable; ordinarily less 

than 0.2 second.  
.  The full stop indicates a falling intonation contour, not necessarily the end of a sentence. 
?  A question mark indicates rising intonation, not necessarily a question. 
CAPS Capitals are used for words spoken with emphasis. 
((  )) Double parentheses are used to mark transcriber’s descriptions of events, rather than 

representations of them. 
(  ) When all or part of an utterance is in parentheses, this indicates uncertainty on the transcriber’s part, 

but represents a likely possibility.  
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  YEs that’s right (0.5) and eh (.) can you also give me an example of  
13  een organisme dat NIET symmetrisch is?  
  an organism that is NOT symmetric ? 
14  Dus niet (1.3) helemaal niet symmetrisch? 
  therefore not (1.3) entirely not symmetric ? 
15 P een amoebe (0.4) ((mispronounces the word)) 
  an amoeba (0.4) 
16 T JA (.) een amoebe ((pronounces the word correctly ))  

YEs (.) an amoeba 
17  of een pantoffeldiertje dat klopt! (0.4) 
  or a slipper animalcule that’s right! (0.4) 
18  En eh (0.5) onder symmetrie hè ? waarom delen wij dieren in op eh (0.6)  
  and uh (0.5) under symmetry right ? why do we classify animals (0. 6) 
19  op de symmetrie? (0.5) en niet gewoon op eh vorm en poten? (1.9) 
  according to symmetry ? (0.5) and not just according to uh form and legs ?(1.9)  
20 P ((laughs)) (0.4) 
21 T weet je dat? 
  do you know that ?  
22 P nee (1.2) 
  no (1.2) 
23 T dat is omdat eh (.) heel veel dieren hebben hetzelfde aantal poten en dan  
  that’s because uh (.) very many animals have the same number of legs and so 
24  zouden we niet eh (0.5) zeg maar daar in kunnen delen  
  we wouldn’t uh (0.5) say be able to classify them thus 
25  Dus daarom kijken we naar de symmetrie of iets in te delen is 
  so that’s why we look at the symmetry if something can be classified                    
 26 P oké (0.6)                                                                                                                   
  okay  (0.6)  
 
The key concept sequence in Excerpt 19:1 is about the classification of animals according 
to the symmetry principle. It starts with teacher choosing and introducing the key concept 
of a symmetry principle of classification of animals (lines 1 - 2). First the difference 
between bilaterally and multilaterally symmetric organisms is discussed (lines 3 - 11). Then 
asymmetric animals are talked about (lines 12 – 17), and eventually the rationale of 
symmetry as a classification principle (lines 18 – 26) is discussed. Regarding the 
quizzing/conversing distinction introduced earlier on, this sequence accomplished an 
activity closer to conversing than quizzing. How was this accomplished?  

Just as the key concept sequence above, each one contained a number of question 
sequences. Analyzing these sequences was the second step in the analysis. Initially we had 
distinguished between open and closed, and display and referential questions as defined 
above. When we looked at a question as an action rather than form, the display-referential 



From Quizzing to Conversing: Learning Dialogues 
of Content Area Teachers with Second Language Pupils 

105 

 

distinction held. However, regarding the distinction between open and closed questions, 
Dalton-Puffer suggests that we analyse these ‘in a qualitative, context-sensitive manner’ (p. 
98). This is how we proceeded aided by CA. Our data revealed that sequences starting 
with an open question could become a closed question sequence and vice versa; sequences 
starting with a closed question on some occasions accomplished an activity of an open 
question sequence. We would like to argue that the difference between a closed question 
and a closed question sequence is in that the former is determined by its grammatical 
structure and lexis, disregarding its context. The latter, however, is accomplished through 
and in the interaction between two speakers and is thus highly dependent on the context, 
on the dialectic process between one speaker’s meaning and the other speaker’s response. 
So, a question sequence was not judged open or closed by the form or potential function 
of its initial question, but rather by the inquiring activity it accomplished. This is why a 
closed question could become an open question sequence (Excerpt 1:35) and vice versa, an 
open question could become a closed question sequence (Excerpt 8:19).  

Excerpt 1:35. Closed Question Becomes Open Question Sequence, Mathematics 

1 T Kan jij een regelmaat zien (1.0) ? 
  Can you see a regularity (1.0) ? 
2 P een regelmaat (.) ? 
  A regularity (.) ? 
3 T ja (.) zie jij telkens wat er gebeurt als (1.3) wat gebeurt hier telkens ? 
  Yes (.) do you see what always happens if (1.3) what happens always ? 
4 P ehm  
  uh 
5 T wat voor ’n stapjes (.) 
  What kind of steps (.) 
6 P hier gaan er steeds vijf af (0.5) 
  Here it’s always five steps less (0.5) 
7  En hier is het gewoon verschillend (0.7) 
  And here it’s simply different (0.7) 
8 T ja ? 
  yes ? 
9  Is dat zo (0.6)? 
  Is that so (0.6) ? 
10 P eh (1.5) denk ik  
  Uh (1.5) I think  
11 T misschien kun je beter met de positieve getallen gaan = dat is  
  perhaps you can do better with positive numbers = that is  
12  makkelijker rekenen (0.8) 
  easier to compute (0.8) 
13  Van vijf naar veertien (0.9) 
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  From five to fourteen (0.9) 
14 P eh negen (0.5) 
  Uh nine (0.5) 
15 T ja (0.6) 
  Yes (0.6) 
16  Van veertien naar drieëntwintig ? (.) 
  From fourteen to twenty-three ? (.) 
17 P oh steeds een eh stap van negen (.) 
  Uh always a uh step of nine (.) 
18 T ja hè ? (2.2)  
  Yes right ? (2.2) 
 

Excerpt 1:35 starts with what is formally a closed question (line 1). The pupil could have 
answered it by a simple yes or no. Instead, he initiates a repair (lines 2-3) which is then 
followed by the teacher’s prompt (line 5) to which the pupil provides what appears to be 
an incorrect answer (lines 6 – 7) so the teacher probes it first (lines 8 – 10) and then 
prompts again by offering a different way of reaching the answer (lines 11 -13). The 
original question developed thus into a question as formulated in line 16 followed by the 
answer in line 17. So, instead of remaining a closed question, the question developed into 
an open question sequence containing repairs, the pupil’s attempts to answer, the teacher’s 
probe and prompts and an eventual construction of the answer. What could have been a 
simple IRF sequence of 3 turns, became an open display question sequence of 8 turns. An 
open display sequence is a sequence in which teacher asks questions s/he knows the 
answer to, succeeded by follow up question, probes and prompts by means of which the 
pupil and the teacher construct the answer together. Open display sequences in our data 
tended to be long, between about 7 and 60 turns. 

Just in the opposite way, an open question may become a closed question sequence, as 
illustrated by Excerpt 8:19.  

Excerpt 8:19. Open Question Becomes Closed Question Sequence, Biology 

1 T En waarom eh wordt er bij een banaan eh . wordt het niet eh h- h de hele  
  And why uh does a banana eh . become not the uhh h whole  
2  banaan eh [raar bruin ] (0.5) 
  banana uh [strangely brown] (0.5) 
3 P                  [Nou omdat] er (0.4) in de (0.6) in de waar (0.7)  
    [Well because    ] there (0.4) in the  (0.6) in the where (0.7) 
4  wacht ik ben de naam kwijt (1.2) 
  Hang on I lost the name (1.2) 
5  Waar de (.) waar de cellen en zo= of wat= hoe heet dat . 
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  Where the (.) where the cells and such = or  what= what’s it called . 
6 T de zaden [bedoel je] 
  The seeds [you mean] 
7 P                [de Zaden] waar de zaden zitten (.)  daar heb je geen zetmeel dus (0.4) 
   [the SEEds] where the seeds are (.) so there you have no starch (0.4) 
8 T en daarom ja (.) dat klopt   
  And that’s why (.) that’s right 

 
The teacher asks why the whole banana does not become brownish (line 1), to which the 
pupil starts formulating an answer and stammers when falling short for a word (lines 3 – 
5). The pupil is keen to formulate the answer properly, also evidenced by asking time to 
think (line 4). However, when she starts describing the concept she had in mind, the 
teacher butts in by filling the word in for her (line 6) which the pupil eagerly repeats 
judging by the emphasis and the overlap (line 7). The teacher acknowledges the answer as 
correct. The teacher does not ask any follow up questions. Neither does she ask for 
examples. Therefore this has become a closed question sequence. A closed question 
sequence is a So, although the sequence starts with an open question, the pupil’s answer 
and the way the teacher treats it result in a closed display question sequence. A closed 
display question sequence is a sequence which starts with a question to which the speaker 
knows the answer, is followed by an answer procured by the second speaker and is 
concluded by the first speaker’s feedback, without any follow up questions asked. It is a 
typical IRF sequence which may contain encouragements in forms of ‘yes’s’ and ‘okays’, 
but not more than that. Such sequences tended to be short, between 3 and 12 turns 
approximately, depending on the length of the pupil’s answer or and teacher’s feedback. 
This was how we coded the closed and open display question sequences. 

Equally, open and closed referential questions were coded. Excerpt 17:23 presents an open 
referential question sequence. An open referential question sequence is a sequence in 
which the teacher asks questions to which s/he does not know an answer to, and asks 
follow up questions about what the pupil has answered without suggesting answers in her 
or his questions. OR sequences in our data tended to be long, between about 7 and 40 
turns. 

Excerpt 17:23. OR Sequence, History 

1  T en als je dan toch v = naar de Middeleeuwen zou moeten gaan verhuizen hè ?  
  and if you still m = would have to move to the Middle Ages right ? 
2  welke tijd vak zou je dan het liefst willen (0.5) 
  which period would you prefer most (0.5) 
3  Steden en Staten . of Monniken en Ridders (0.4) 
  Cities and States (.) or Monks and Knights (0.4) 
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4 P Monniken en Ridders . 
  Monks and Knights . 
5 T waarom Monniken en Ridders ? (.) 
  Why Monks and Knights ? (.) 
6 P om ja (2.0) ik krijg eh (.) dan (0.6) in de (0.4) andere (.) die steden en staten (.) 
  To yes (2.0) i would eh (.) then (0.6) in the (0.4) other (.) the Cities and States (.) 
7 T Ja 
  Yes  
8 S waren er = had ik gehoord dat er . oorlog waren (.) 
  There were = I heard that there (.) were wars (.)= 
9 T Ja 
  Yes  
10 S = en ziektes (0.6) ja en dat . wil ik weer niet meemaken . -dus daarom (0.4)  
  = and illnesses (0.6) ye and I don’t want to deal with it again . = that’s why (0.4) 
11  zou ik kiezen voor die andere . 
  I would choose the other .  
12 T zou je dan ook ridder willen worden ? (0.9) 
  Would you also want to become a knight then ? (0.9) 
13 S nou (.) als ’t moes (. ) zou ik wel willen ja (0.9) 
  Well ( .) if I had to( .) I would want to yea (0.9) 
14 T dan ga je ook vechten (1.6) 
  Then you will also fight (1.6)                                                                                           
15  Ja (0.8)                                                                                                                            
  Yes (0.8) 
 
In Excerpt 17:23, the teacher asks the pupil about his hypothetical preference for one of 
the two periods of the Middle Ages: Cities and States or Monks and Knights (lines 1-3). 
This is a referential question since the teacher does not know what her pupil’s preference 
is. The pupil replies (line 4) and the teacher asks a follow up question (line 5) and 
encourages the pupil to continue by a ‘yes’ (lines 7 and 9). The pupil continues providing 
reasons for not choosing the other period. The sequence ends by the teacher asking 
another follow up question (line 12), to which the pupil provides an answer with a 
tentative ring to it and the teacher rounds it up by connecting the probe (line 14) back to 
the ‘war’ which the pupil previously stated as the reason for not preferring the period of 
Cities and States. The pupil does not react to this.  

An example of a closed referential question (CR) sequence is provided by Excerpt 15:22. A 
CR sequence is a sequence in which the teacher asks questions s/he does not know 
answers to, but closes the sequence before asking any follow up questions and/or suggests 
answers in her or his questions. CR sequences in our data tended to be short, between 
about 7 and 10 turns.  
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Excerpt 15:12. CR Sequence, Geography 
 
1 T Heb jij nog familie daar eh (0.8) 
  Have you still got family there ((in Morocco)) uh (0.8) 
2 P Ja heel veel (.) 
  Yeh very many (.) 
3 T Heel veel ? 
  Very many ? 
4 P Ja de helft= de helft leeft in eh Marokko (0.7) 
  Yeh the half = the half lives in uh Morocco (0.7) 
5 T Oké . en de andere helft hier in Nederland (0.6) 
  Okay . and the other half here in the Netherlands (0.6) 
6 P Ja (.) 
  Yeh (.) 
7 T Oké .                                                                                                                              
  Okay . 

The sequence starts with a referential question as the teacher does not know answer. It is 
a closed question sequence firstly, because the teacher does not ask any follow up 
questions: he just repeats what they pupil has said (line 3). Secondly, the teacher suggests 
an answer (line 5) rather than asks a question (line 5). Through suggesting an answer he 
makes the pupil react to it first before saying anything else. He could have had part of his 
family living in France after all. The pupil responds in a brief affirmative and the teacher 
closes the sequence with an ‘okay’ which could mean anything to the pupil from an 
acknowledgement of his answer being heard to a validation of its contents.  

In step 3 of the analysis procedure, we examined all question sequences for metalinguistic 
actions (Gutiérrez, 2008) i.e. sequences which accomplished paying attention to language. 
The data revealed four different metalinguistic sequences: reformulations, which Gutiérrez 
termed as implicit metalinguistic activity, and word meaning discussion, labelling and 
recasting, which he would call explicit metalinguistic activities because they were made 
overt through usage of metalanguage. Examples of two metalinguistic activities can be 
seen in Excerpt 19:1 and Excerpt 8:19 above. In Excerpt 19:1, there is an instance of 
metalinguistic activity (lines 15 - 16). The pupil provides the correct answer but 
mispronounces the word ‘amoeba’. The teacher confirms the accuracy of the answer 
through recasting it, i.e. repeating what the pupil has said in a correct pronunciation. In 
Excerpt 8:19, there is another one (lines 5 – 6). This time the learner is looking for a word 
and the teacher supplies it, thus labeling the concept which the pupil described as ‘the place 
where cells and such are’. Beside recasting and labeling, two more types of attention to 
language emerged from the data. Those were word meaning, where the meaning of the word 
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is discussed, and reformulating, where parts of speech are put in different words. Excerpt 11: 
1 illustrates a discussion of the meaning of the word ‘included’.  

Excerpt 11:1. L - Word Meaning And Reformulating, Mathematics  
 

1 T Oké (0.6) eh (1.1) wat bedoelen ze met ‘t woordje (.) ‘inclusief’ 
  Okay (0.6) uh (1.1) what do they mean by the word (.) ‘included’ 
2 P Inclusief . dat het er bij zit - zeg maar 
  Included . that it is there – as it were 
3 T dat het er al bij zit hè ? 
  That it is already there right ? 
4  En exclusief is het tegenovergestelde .  
  And ‘excluded’ is the opposite .  
5 P ja . wat er nog NIET bij zit (0.7)                                                                                                       
  Yeh . that it is NOT there (0.7) 

The meaning of ‘included’ is explicitly discussed and augmented by implicating its 
antonym ‘excluded’. Of course, reformulating occurs here as well (lines 2 – 5), as is to be 
expected when meaning of a word is discussed. Excerpt 14:38 displays how the L2 pupil is 
encouraged to reformulate and thus stretch his Dutch before the teacher supplies the label 
(line 10) for the concept he is trying to circumscribe (lines 2 – 9).  

Excerpt 14:38. L – Reformulating And Labeling, History 

1 P = en één keer per jaar (0.4) gebeurde volgens mij iets met de Nijl (1.0) 
  = and once a year (0.4) something I think happened with the Nile (1.0) 
2 T Wat gebeurde d’r dan ? 
  What happened then ? 
3 P Ja de  
  Yeh the 
4 T oh (0.7) 
  Oh (0.7) 
5 P ja de (0.5) het kwam mja (1.0) ik weet niet (0.9) ((laughs)) 
  Yeh the (0.5) it came well (1.0) I don’t know (0.9)  
6 T wat gebeurde d’r met de Nijl ? (0.7) 
  What happened with the Nile ? (0.7) 
7 P ja (1.3) hm (5.0) hm ja (.) eh (0.5) ik weet niet hoe je ’t moet zeggen maar eh (1.1) 
  Yeh (1.3) uh (0.5) uh yeh (.) uh (0.5) I don’t know how to say it but uh (1.1)  
8 T [pro]beer ’t ‘s  
  [Try] it  
9 P [ja ] (1.1) ja (2.0) die ging eigenlijk naar de (1.0) =hij ging eh (0.4) over de 
  [yeh] (1.1) yeh (2.0) it went actually to (1.0) =it went uh (0.4) over the  

haven of zo iets (1.4) maar eh (0.7)  
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harbour or something like that (1.4) but uh (0.7) 
10 T Ging ‘ie overstromen ? 
  Did it flood ? 
11 P Ja overstromen (0.6) op de . - naar de landbouw dan (.) 
  Yeh flooded (0.6) on the = on the agriculture then (.) 
12 T Ja (0.4)                                                                                                                                                                                        
  Yeh (0.4) 

Slowly the reformulations build up from ‘something happened with the Nile’ to ‘the Nile 
went somewhere’ to ‘the Nile went over the harbour’ to eventually ‘The Nile flooded’. 
This joint venture of the teacher and the L2 pupil constructed the meaning of ‘flooded’.  

 

Reliability 

On the whole, the qualitative analysis produced six variables, key concept sequence, open 
display question sequence, closed display question sequence, open referential question 
sequence, closed referential question sequence and metalinguistic sequences. An 
interobserver reliability test between two coders was carried out and measurement of 
agreement established for the six variables, first for the key concept, then for closed and 
open display and referential question sequences, and finally for metalinguistic sequence. 
Reliability for key concept sequence and the four question sequences were determined on 
a random sample of 7 TPLDs, and for metalinguistic sequences on a random sample of 20 
question sequences. The reliability was excellent for key concept sequence (N = 20, 
Kappa = 1.0), and good for the segmenting of the question sequences (N = 20, Kappa = 
.86) and for the types of question sequence, closed or open, display or referential question 
sequences (N = 20, Kappa = .86). For metalinguistic sequence, it was very good (N = 20, 
Kappa = .89), and excellent for the four types of metalinguistic sequence (N = 20, Kappa 
= 1.0).  

 
Data reduction 
 
The qualitative and quantitative analyses together produced 9 variables: pace (pause time), 
interactional space (word count), turn intensity (turns), key concept sequence, open 
display question sequence, closed display question sequence, open referential question 
sequence, closed referential question sequence and metalinguistic sequence. We first 
counted the codes in the whole data corpus. In an endeavour to obtain the representation 
of the changes in interaction across the ten sets, we reduced the data further through 
identifying the changes according to the following procedure. Whenever there was a 
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difference between the number of occurrences of a code in TPLD 1 and TPLD 2, we 
would identify it as a change and label it as an increase or a decrease with reference to 
TPLD 2 across the ten sets. If a code counted more sets where it had increased than 
where it had decreased, the change would be labelled as ‘increase in’ and noted as (+). If, 
however, a code counted fewer sets where it had increased than where it had decreased, 
the change would be labelled ‘decrease in’ and consequently noted as (-), see Figure 1 in the 
Discussion section. Exactly the same procedure was followed for L, the result of which is 
shown in Figure 2.  

 

 

Results 

Quantitative and qualitative findings will be discussed in turn and then presented together 
in an attempt to capture the changes in interaction in TPLD 2 as related to TPLD 1 across 
the ten sets.  

 

Pace, Interactional Space and Turn Intensity  

We distinguished three quantitative variables set against the duration of the TPLDs, see 
Table 2. 

Table 2. Overview of Duration, Pauses, Word Count and Turns 

 
Set                 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

Duration 
 

TPLD 1 11.33 9.53 12.08 10.77  10.66  10.22  10:77  10.17  7.18  6.00  
TPLD 2 10.33 9.88 11.95 9.66 9.65 9.88 10.03 10.20 14.68 7.78 

Pauses TPLD 1 215 90.1 212.6 195.4 210.9 188.6 226.4 120.3 153.1 109.5 
TPLD 2 171 122.7 236.2 203.1 206.4 112.5 210.8 163.6 230.4 96.8 

Word 
count 

TPLD 1 T 1236 1770 951 930 1011 1302 1073 992 750 561 
 P 576 242 571 694 66 140 464 635 190 349 
TPLD 2 T 720 745 1273 774 927 876 657 961 1190 725 
 P 1034 1038 438 729 555 349 772 545 1362 679 

Turns TPLD 1 T 93 20 58 62 21 49 64 70 37 68 
 P 93 21 58 62 22 49 64 70 37 69 
TPLD 2 T 70 82 93 68 50 49 100 69 99 70 
 P 70 82 94 68 51 49 101 70 99 70 

Note. Duration is noted in minutes, pauses in seconds. A turn was counted from the point where one speaker 
starts speaking until the point where s/he stops and the other speaker begins speaking. 

 
We defined pace as the pause time per minute. Table 3 presents and overview of these. The 
pause time decreased in six sets, 1, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9 and 10 between 4.5 and 76.1 seconds. It 
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increased in the remaining three sets, 2, 3 and 4, between 7.7 and 32.6 seconds. The 
average pause time in TPLD 1 was 172.2 and in TPLD 2, 161.7. The pace in TPLD 2 
increased slightly. The paired-samples t-test showed no significant change for pace. 
 

Table 3. Pace 

 
Set 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 Mean 

TPLD 
1 

19.00 9.45 17.60 18.14 19.78 18.45 21.02 11.83 21.32 18.25 17.48 

TPLD 
2 

16.55 12.41 19.77 21.02 21.39 11.39 21.01 16.04 15.73 12.44 16.77 

Note. Pace is defined as pause time here expressed in a number of seconds per minute. 

 
We defined interactional space as the ratio in the word count between the teacher and the 
pupil. Table 4 presents an overview of the ratio’s across the ten sets of TPLDs.  
 

Table 4. Interactional Space 

 
Set  TPLD 1 TPLD 2 

1 2.2 : 1 .7 : 1 
2 7.3 : 1 .7 : 1 
3 1.7 : 1 2.9 : 1 
4 1.3 : 1 1.1 : 1 
5 15.3 : 1 1.7 : 1 
6 9.4 : 1 2.5 : 1 
7 2.3 : 1 .9: 1 
8 1.6 : 1 1.8 : 1 
9 3.9 : 1 1.4 : 1 
10 1.6 : 1 1.1 : 1 
M 4.7 : 1 1.5 : 1 

Note. Interactional space is defined as the ratio in word count between teacher and pupil 
(teacher : pupil). E.g. in set 1, the teacher used 2.2 times more words than the pupil in 
TPLD 1; and only .7 times more than the pupil in TPLD 2, or rather 0.3 times less than a 
pupil. 
 
Only in one set teacher talk increased in TPLD 2. In six sets there was a clear decrease of 
teacher talk. In the remaining three sets, the ratio remained equally balanced, see Table 2 
and Table 4. The average ratio between the teacher and the pupil shrunk from 4.7:1 in 
TPLD1 to 1.5:1 in TPLD 2.  
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A paired-samples t-test revealed statistically significant decrease in teacher’s half of the 
ratio from TPLD 1 ( M = 4.65, SD = 4.63) to TPLD 2 (M = 1.43, SD = .77), t(9) = 2.24, 
p = .052 (two-tailed). The mean decrease in teacher’s half of the ratio was 3.22 with a 90% 
confidence interval ranging from .58 to 5.86. The eta squared statistic (.36) indicated a 
large effect size. Interactional space clearly changed in favour of the pupil.  

We defined turn intensity as the number of turns per minute. Table 5 shows an overview 
of number of turns per minute.  

Table 5. Turn Intensity 

 
Set  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 Mean 

TPLD 
1 

T 8.21 2.10 4.80 5.76 1.97 4.79 5.94 6.88 5.15 11.33 5.69 

 P 8.21 2.20 4.80 5.76 2.06 4.79 5.94 6.88 5.15 11.50 5.72 
TPLD 
2 

T 6.78 8.30 7.78 7.04 5.18 4.96 9.97 6.76 6.74 9.00 7.25 

 P 6.78 8.30 7.87 7.04 5.28 4.96 10.07 6.86 6.74 9.00 7.29 

Note. Turn intensity is expressed by a number of turns per minute. T stands for the teacher and P stands for 
the L2 pupil. 

 
Turn intensity increased in 6 sets, 2, 3, 4, 5, 7 and 9, see Table 5. This means that in over a 
half of the sets more turn exchanges took place in the TPLD 2 than in TPLD 1. The 
average number of turns per minute in TPLD 1 was 11.34, and in TPLD 2, 14.54. A 
paired-samples t-test revealed statistically significant increase in number of turns per 
minute from TPLD 1 ( M = 5.69, SD = 2.75) to TPLD 2 (M = 7.25, SD = 1.57), t(9) = 
1.88, p = .092 (two-tailed). The mean increase in turn intensity was 1.56 with a 90% 
confidence interval ranging from .83 to 3.07. The eta squared statistic (.28) indicated a 
large effect size. Turn intensity increased.  

 

Sequences 

The data revealed findings on six sequence variables. The first one was the largest 
organizational sequence, key concept sequence. There was a decrease in the number of 
key concept sequences in 7 out of 10 sets, see Table 6. A sign test showed that these 
changes were not significant. On the average they diminished by .8. On the whole, the 
fewer concepts were discussed longer in TPLD 2 than in its counterpart.  
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Table 6. Difference in Number of Sequences Between TPLD 2 and TPLD 1 
 
Set  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 Mean 

KC  -2 +2 -1 -3 -2 0 -2 +1 0 1 -.8 
CD  -11 -5 -7 -10 -5 -10 -13 -16 0 -5 -8.2 
OD  +2 +4 +3 0 -1 0 +1 +4 -1 -1 +1.1 
OR  +1 +1 -2 +5 -5 +2 -1 0 0 +5 +.6 
CR  -1 +3 +2 0 0 -1 -7 -2 -2 -7 -1.5 
ML  +4 +2 -2 -3 +3 +2 +2 +1 -1 +1 +.9 

Legend. KC = key concept sequence; CD = closed display question sequence; OD = open display question 
sequence; OR = open referential question sequence; CR = closed referential question sequence; ML = 
metalinguistic sequence.  

 
Regarding the first of the fourth question sequence variables, the closed display question 
sequence, there was a considerable decrease in TPLD 2 in most sets. Disregarding set 9 
where there were no such sequences in TPLD 1, only in one set there was still one such 
sequence. The remaining 8 sets displayed no closed display question sequences in TPLD 2 
at all. A sign test revealed a significant reduction of closed display question sequences (p < 
.005). The difference in the number of closed display question sequences varied between 5 
and 8 in four sets and 10 and 16 in five sets. The average decrease in the sequences was 
8.3. The sequences were expectedly short, between three and 12 turns. Also there was a 
decrease, albeit not as remarkable, in the number of closed referential question sequences. 
The sequences decreased in number in six sets, remained the same in one and increased in 
three sets. On the average, the number of closed referential question sequences decreased 
by 1.3. This meant that, on the whole, the number of closed question sequences declined. 
However, a sign test showed that the decline was not significant. Expectedly, the number 
of open question sequences raised, see Table 6.  
 
Nine sets showed an increase in open display question (OD) or open referential question 
(OR) sequences or both. However, a sign test showed no significant changes for either of 
the two types of question sequences. The number of OD sequences rose in five sets, 
declined in three, and remained the same in two sets. The number of OR sequences grew 
in six sets, declined in two and stayed the same in two sets. On the average, OD 
sequences raised by 1.1 and OR sequences by .6. Open question sequences were between 
6 and 68 turns long.  

The number of metalinguistic sequences increased in TPLD 2 in seven sets, decreased in 
three and remained the same in one set, see Table 6. A sign test showed that these changes 
were not significant. On the average, they increased by .9. With respect to the four types 
of metalinguistic sequence, the data disclosed the results as presented in Table 7.  
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Table 7. Overview of Differences in Occurrences of Metalinguistic Sequences Between TPLD2 and 
TPLD 1 

 
set  1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9 t 10 Mean 

Word Meaning +3 0 -1 0 0 0 +1 0 0 +1 +.4 
Labeling 0 +2 +1 -4 0 0 +1 +1 0 0 +.1 
Recasting 0 0 -1 +1 0 0 -1 +1 -1 0 -.1 
Reformulating +1 0 -1 0 +3 +2 +1 -1 0 -1 +.4 

 
The number of sequences where word meaning was discussed rose in three sets, declined 
in one and remained the same in six. The number of labeling instances increased in four 
sets, decreased in one and stayed the same in five sets. The number of recasting instances 
grew in two sets, diminished in 3 sets and remained the same in five sets. The number of 
reformulating sequences increased in 3, decreased in 2 and stayed the same in 5 sets. On 
the average recasting decreased by .1; word meaning increased by .5, labeling by .1 and 
reformulating by .4. Albeit only slightly, word meaning was discussed more, labeling took 
place more often and reformulating occurred more in TPLD 2.  

 

Discussion 

We have performed a microanalysis of a selection of the data from the macroanalysis 
study by Knežić et al., (submitted) which stated significant effects of the Socratic Dialogue 
experience on the overall quality of teacher-pupil learning dialogues and teacher behaviour 
which increased affordance of L2 pupil participation and paid attention to potentially 
difficult language. This microanalysis study focused on the interaction behind the 
increased affordance of L2 pupil participation and attention to language. Its goal was to 
understand the interaction and see how it changed.  

It seemed that the nature of interaction has moved from quizzing to conversing. The 
focus shifted from reproduction of the subject matter to the pupil’s knowledge and 
understanding of it. A staccato series of IRF exchanges gave way to coherent dialogues. 
The pupil’s participation, crucial to second language development and learning in general, 
increased accordingly. Interactional space swayed towards the L2 pupil, see Figure 1, and 
shared communicative space was created and negotiated (Mercer & Littleton, 2007) by the 
pupil and the teacher alike. 
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Figure 1. Overview of Changes in Interaction 

 
Sets 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

+ Interactional Space (8) √ √  √ √ √ √  √ √ 
 

+Turn Intensity (6)  √ √ √ √  √  √  
 

-Pace (6) √    √ √ √  √ √ 
 

- Key Concept Sequence (7) √  √ √ √  √  √ √ 
 

-Closed Display Question 
Sequence (9) 

√ √ √ √ √ √ √ √  √ 

+Open Display Question 
Sequence (5) 

√ √ √    √ √   

+Open Referential Question 
Sequence (6) 

√ √  √ √ √    √ 

-Closed Referential Question 
Sequence (6) 

√     √ √ √ √ √ 

+Metalinguistic Sequence (7) √ √   √ √ √ √  √ 
 

Note. A plus sign in front of every feature means increase in; a minus sign means decrease in.  

 
There were more exchanges between the teacher and the pupil (turn intensity) and 
therefore more opportunity for checking and getting each other’s meaning and to think 
together (Mercer, 2000) and build knowledge collaboratively (Wells, 1999). The pause time 
did not change, or even decreased slightly, and still, on listening (Knežić et al., submitted) 
the pace was judged much slower. This is probably due not so much to the total pause 
time in a TPLD, but its distribution. The pause time may have moved from teacher’s 
lengthy explanations to the spaces between the teacher’s and the pupil’s turns of which 
the frequency increased.  
 
The coherent TPLD was built around fewer key concepts, each of which was 
consequently discussed at a greater length than in a staccato, quizzing TPLD. The 
quizzing nature of the TPLDs prior to the intervention was a result of strings of closed 
question sequences, disregarding whether they were display or referential. This supports 
Musumeci’s (1996) finding that open/closed distinction had more impact on pupil 
participation than the display/referential one. 
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The TPLDs 2 counted together five times fewer closed question sequences than TPLDs 
1, and almost one and a half times more open question sequences. How can this 
substantial change be accounted for except, of course, as a possible effect of the 
intervention? In terms of the CA, we could argue that the context of closed questions 
bred more closed questions. Excerpts 8:11-13 will show what we mean by this.  
 

Excerpts 8:11-13. Quizzing, Biology 
 

1 T Onder welke voedingsstoffen eh (.) valt  [‘n bouwstof] . 
  To which nutrients uh (.) does [building material] belong . 
2 P                           [BOUWstof] . dat zijn koolhydraten 
               [building material] . those are carbohydrates 
3 T ja! dat klopt . 
  Yes ! that’s right . 
4  En eiwitten waar vallen die onder . (2.0) 
  And proteins where do they belong . (2.0) 
5 P ehh eiwitten ?  Dat zijn eh ook bouwstoffen  [vol]gens mij 
  Uh proteins ? those are uh also building material [I thi]nk  
6 T                  [ja ] 
              [yes ] 
7  Maar die gebruiken we ook voor de verbranding dus [die] hebben twee functies 
  But we use those also for oxidation  so [those] have two functions 
8 P                            [ ja ] 
              [yeh  ]  
9 T vitamines eh die beschermen ons ook (.) 
  Vitamis uh they protect us too (.) 
10 P [jaa] 
  [yeeh] 
11 T [waa]rvoor dienen de nog meer . 
  [what] else do they serve for .  
12  Waarvoor hebben wij nog meer vitamines  nodig .  
  What else do we need vitamins for .  
13 P brandstof volgens mij (.) 
  Fuel I think (.) 
14 T nee (.) OOK als bouwstof hebben we dat nodig want  
  No (.) we need them ALSO as building material  
15  [Het is] heel goed voor je lich[aam] 
  [it is ve]ry good for your bo[dy ] 
16 P [o jaa]                                     [ja   ] 
  [o yeeh]        [yeh] 
17  T en eh je hebt verschillende vitamines A B C (0.7) 
  And you have different vitamins A B C (0.7) 
18 S D  [K ] 
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  D  [K] 
19 T      [ja]                                                                                                                          
       [ye]s 
 
Excerpts 8:11-13 comprise three loose CD sequences, one about building material (lines 1-
3), one about proteins (lines 4-7) and one about vitamins (lines 8-19). The third move is in 
all three cases an evaluation followed up by a question about another topic, without 
allowing any thinking time. The teacher asks no follow-up questions, nor does she use any 
prompts to encourage the pupil to think of proteins, for example, (line 4). Instead she is 
quick off the mark to tell her the answer was correct only to follow it up by asking about 
proteins. Although she uses the ‘and’ connective, in the context of her evaluative 
feedback, the pupil’s reaction ‘uh proteins ?’ (line 5) shows that the question came across 
as a new question rather than a follow up question. In the CD sequence about proteins, 
there are two overlaps in talk which indicate talking at the same time. These overlaps 
indicate involvement, but also a struggle for interactional space. The first CD (lines 1-3) 
sets the tone in this respect, which the second one only confirms. First the teacher talks at 
the same time as the pupil and proceeds by completing her answer. Then the pupil talks at 
the same time as the teacher indicating involvement and possibly knowing the answer in 
the first place, but is not allowed the space to share it. The third sequence (lines 8 to 19) 
contains four overlaps, first one by the teacher, then two by the pupil and finally one by 
the teacher. It displays the even tighter share of space by the pupil. The pupil gives a 
wrong answer (line 13) which the teacher readily notes and directly follows by stating the 
answer she was looking for (line 14). She then proceeds telling about vitamins. The pupil 
produces two confirming yeses overlapping the teacher talk, and when the teacher pauses 
(line 17), she takes the initiative to display her knowledge (line 18). Here the teacher 
produces a confirming ‘yes’ again in overlap with the pupil’s ‘K’. The numerous speech 
overlaps and a shortage of pauses indicate a very high pace of this dialogue. Hasty pace 
seems to be inherent to closed question sequences. Just as quiet pace seem to be inherent 
to open question sequences.  
 
Open question sequences need time. Interestingly, the duration of pauses as measured in 
the current selection of the data slightly decreased, see Figure 1. It is possible that the 
distribution of pause time made the pace come across as slower and not necessarily its 
total duration, see Table 2. We showed this already in Excerpt 19:1 in the Method section, 
from the TPLD 2 by the same teacher. However, an open question sequence takes more 
than just a favourable distribution of pause time, as illustrated by Excerpt 12:34 below. It is 
a part of a longer open display question sequence about the working of two forces and the 
way to calculate the direction of the resultant force. At the very start, the teacher and the 
pupil establish that the pupil does not know the answer, but still the teacher asks her 
opinion on the matter. They are drawing during the talk. The pupil conjectures a solution, 
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which the teacher acknowledges and positively evaluates. The teacher proposes 
Pythagoras’ theorem as a means to the solution of the problem. The pupil remarks that 
there is not always an angle of 90°, to which the teacher suggests that the present angle be 
corrected. Gradually they come to the point that the bigger the angle between two forces 
the smaller their power.  
 

Excerpt 12:34. Conversing, Physics 
 

1 T hoe GROter die hoek (1.0) eh . hoe minder kracht hoe KLEIner de hoek ja  
  the BIGger the angle (1.0) uh . the SMAller the power the smaller the angle yes  
2 P [hoe . ja] 
  [the . yes]  
3 T [de=d]e hoeVEELheid kracht is hetzelfde alleen de RICHting wordt anders (0.6) 
  [the= the] MAGNitude of force is the same only the diRECTion becomes different (0.6) 
4  [Snap je dat ?] 
  Can [you see that ?] 
5 P [ja dus als eh] = als de hoek heel klein zit . dan wordt = gewoon (0.4) naar  
         [yes so if uh] = if the angle is very small . then it is = simply (0.4) pulled 
6  die  . richting getrokken (0.9)  
  in this – direction (0.9) 
7  Bedoel je dat zo ? = [of ?] 
  Do you mean that ? = [or ?] 
8 T      [eh .] JA  = JA (0.5) 
      [uh .] YES = YES (0.5) 
9 P o[kee]   
  ok[ay] 
10 T   [dus] hoe KLEIner de hoek .  hoe meer die RICHting . het op gaat 
     [so] the SMAller the angle . the more in this diRECtion . it goes 
11 P ja 
  yes 
12 T en dus hoe ME[ER je de krachten . bij elkaar op telt] 
  and therefore the [MORE forces . you add up] 
13 P              [anders wor  = wordt het verDEELd] 
           [otherwise it’s = it is divided] 
14 T ja .  ja .  
  yes . yes . 
15 P okee . 
  okay . 

 
Together the teacher and the pupil construct the solution to the problem. This is very 
reminiscent of common concept construction in the Socratic Dialogue (Knežić et al., 
2010) where a concept is jointly constructed by the group, rather than just taken for 
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granted. But how does the interaction make this visible? We can see how the teacher’s and 
the pupil’s contributions merge into an answer through many overlaps (lines 2 and 3, 4 
and 5, 7 and 8, 9 and 10, and 12 and 13) which are evidently not taken for interruptions 
but rather as thinking together (Mercer, 2000). This is also evident from lots of 
emphasizing by the teacher which eventually gets taken over by the pupil (line13). The 
conversational tone is set at the beginning of the excerpt, summarized above, when the 
teacher asks the pupil’s opinion on the matter. The pupil at first laughs at her own attempt 
but gradually becomes a ‘serious’ partner in the conversation in suggesting answers, 
speaking together with the teacher and checking the teacher’s meaning (line 17). The 
whole interaction has more the air of two experts solving a problem together than a 
teacher quizzing a pupil.  
 
Open question sequences are in general conversing in tone and scaffolding in action, or 
rather they are interactional scaffolding (Van Lier, 1996) or mini-scaffolding (Gibbons, 
2009). The teacher talks with, rather than to the pupil, they converse rather than quiz each 
other.  
 
A very important aspect of interaction in TPLDs with second language pupils is paying 
attention to language. In this study, its presence is taken as an indication of personal 
sensitivity to the second language pupil’s learning needs which invariably includes 
linguistic needs. So one could argue that, the change, albeit not spectacular, witnesses an 
enhanced personal sensitivity in the teachers, even more so because they were not 
instructed at all in how to pay attention to language. The sheer presence of a change is 
already remarkable and indicates a beginning of sensitivity development for L2 pupil’s 
linguistic needs, see Figure 2.  

Figure 2. Overview of Changes in Types of Metalinguistic Sequences 
 

Sets 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

+ Word Meaning  √      √   √ 

+Labeling   √ √    √ √   

- Recasting    √    √  √  

+Reformulating  √    √ √ √    
Note. This figure is a blow out of the changes in feature Metalinguistic Sequences presented at the bottom of 
Figure 1. A plus sign in front of every feature means increase in; a minus sign means decrease in.  

 
In TPLDs 1, six teachers paid attention to language already. In TPLD 2 they were joined 
by other four teachers. There was more attention to word meaning in TPLDs 2. Also 
more often academic terms were asked and provided for concepts in question. And the 
teachers reformulated more often or encouraged the pupils to do so. It is possible that an 
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explicit instruction of how to pay attention to language either accompanying the Socratic 
Dialogues, or taken as a topic of one or two Socratic Dialogue sessions would have 
improved these results even further. However, at the time we were concerned with 
preventing as much interference as possible with the effects of the Socratic Dialogue, and 
therefore consciously steered clear from such topics.  
 

Conclusions, Implications for Teacher Education and Future Research 

We tried to capture the nature of the change in interaction between content teachers and 
their second language pupils in the TPLDs selected from the data corpus which exhibited 
significant changes in teacher behaviour. These TPLDs which differed on a macrolevel 
also showed differences on the microlevel and revealed an increase in asking open-ended 
questions, slowing down the pace of the dialogue, allowing the pupil time to express 
her/himself, inviting the pupil to contribute, paying attention to potentially difficult 
language and checking if s/he has understood pupil’s meaning. This teacher behaviour 
contributed to the interaction which became an opener, slower and deeper dialogue where 
L2 pupils’ participation increased and their language development got better support. In 
short, the interaction moved from quizzing to conversing. In effect, they approached an 
ideal TPLD engendering interactional scaffolding (Van Lier, 1996; Gibbons, 2009) 
through discussing less information into greater depth by means of open question 
sequences where the answers were constructed through thinking together (Mercer, 2000) 
between the teacher and the L2 pupil where they both learned about each other’s 
perspectives (Wegerif, 2007). The content teacher prompted, probed, asked follow up 
questions and occasionally assisted. The L2 pupil remembered, inferred, analyzed and 
shared his/her understanding and learned the second language by looking not only 
‘through the window of language’ but by also looking at it (Mehan, 1984, p.181).  

This study contributes to the understanding of teacher-pupil interaction and to the field of 
instructional interaction research in that it is a study of change in interaction. Specifically, it 
adds to the research into second language acquisition in content areas. Moreover, it 
demonstrates how interaction analysis is benefited by the CA perspective, particularly 
when open and closed question sequences are considered. It also bears practical import to 
content teacher education. Finally, this study has provided a more detailed understanding 
of the effects of the Socratic Dialogue on content teacher interaction with L2 pupils as 
discussed in Knežić et al., (submitted).  

This new understanding has significant implications for teacher education. If student 
teachers could be taught how to converse with rather than quiz their L2 pupils, all pupils 
would profit by it as would the student teachers themselves.  
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More diachronic studies as this one may further increase our understanding of how 
content area teachers can be taught to optimise their L2 pupils’ learning. We would also 
like to recommend further analysis of the same TPLDs for common concept formation or 
rather joint construction of content. It would be interesting to see whether the instances 
of common concept formation have increased and if they exhibited any patterns. This 
would further deepen our understanding of teacher pupil learning dialogues.  
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CHAPTER 6  

GENERAL CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION 

 

The focus of our research was teacher-pupil interaction, in particular, content area teacher 
interaction with second language learners. A problem addressed was a need for a method 
in teacher education to develop content area teacher’s interactive skills, raise their 
language awareness and afford a self-examination of preconceptions about key 
educational concepts. From the perspective of a sociocultural theory of learning, the 
Socratic Dialogue presented itself as an effective method for developing teacher 
interactional skills. We stated the following general research question: ‘Will participating in 
a course in the Socratic Dialogue have any effects on content area student teachers’ beliefs 
and interactional behaviour?’. Three specific research questions we set out to address were 
‘What effects will participating in a course in the Socratic Dialogue have on content area 
student teachers’ beliefs about communication in learning and instruction and their 
statements on learning?’(1), ‘What effects will participating in a course in the Socratic 
Dialogue have on content area student teachers’ interactional behaviour with second 
language learners?’(2), and ‘What changes in interactional patterns will be brought about 
by changed behaviour of the content area student teachers?’(3). As already stated in the 
General Introduction chapter, whether the pupils learned more lies outside the scope of this 
research.  

For the purpose of answering the questions, we have collected the data as presented in 
Table 1 and made video recordings of the Socratic Dialogues constituting the intervention. 

Table 1. Overview of the Data 

Time Group TB survey TPLDs  

  N TSLs N  TPLDs 

1 Experimental 18 53 16 43 

 Control 18  16 40 

2 Experimental 18 38 16 45 

 Control  18  16 33 

3 Experimental 18 13 15 41 

 Total 36 104 32 202 

Legend. TB survey stands for teacher belief survey. TPLDs stands for ten-minute teacher-pupil learning 
dialogues recorded as audio files. TSLs stands for teacher spontaneous statements on learning in motives for 
taking the course and self-reported effects. Note. Numbers of participants differ as some participants did not 
supply adequate audio files. 
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We will proceed by first presenting a summary of the chapters followed by a discussion of 
the results in relation to the literature on sociocultural principles of learning and the 
Socratic Dialogue. We will also assess the strengths and constraints of the research and 
make recommendations for further research, and conclude by stating implications of the 
research for teacher education.  

 

Summary 

The second chapter presents a conceptual discussion of the Socratic Dialogue. We defined the 
Socratic Dialogue and distinguished it from other Socratic methods. We discussed its 
claimed merits in the context of a sociocultural approach to learning as dialogic inquiry 
(Wells, 1999; Gibbons, 2006; Mercer & Littleton, 2007) and presented its methodological 
and procedural aspects in the light of its historical background (Nelson, 1994; Heckmann, 
1981; Kessels, 1997) and recent literature (Imison, 2002; Leal, 2000; Raupach-Strey, 2002; 
Saran, 1998; Delnooij & Dalen, 2003; Brune & Krohn, 2005). The empirical research of 
both Socratic methods (Yang, Newby & Bill, 2005, Parkinson & Ekachai, 2002) and the 
Socratic Dialogue (Griessler, Littig, Hüsing, Zimmer, Santos, Muñoz et al., 2004; Pihlgren, 
2008) were reviewed providing some preliminary evidence of their effects. Also, an 
example of the Socratic Dialogue was examined in terms of the six pedagogical measures 
(Heckmann, 1981) and the common concept formation. The six pedagogical measures 
are: the facilitator is impartial to the content in order to ensure the participants’ 
deployment of their own capacity to judge (1); s/he stimulates working from the concrete 
and thus incites the participants to ground general insights in the concrete example (2); a 
mutual understanding is promoted and ensured (3); the facilitator keeps the group’s focus 
on the current question (4); the group is encouraged to strive for consensus in terms of 
valid inter-subjective statements(5); and the facilitator intervenes in order to steer the 
dialogue in fruitful direction (6). These measures are meant to assist participants in their 
efforts to reach insights. The common concept formation is a concept from the question under 
discussion, as it emerges from the group’s joint effort to construct it. It takes place both as 
a part of communication and as a conscious effort of the participants in the Socratic 
Dialogue who wish to learn from and with each other. The chapter concludes by making a 
recommendation for the development of a Socratic Dialogue assessment instrument 
which would enable an intersubjective way to judge the instantiations of the Socratic 
Dialogue. 

The third chapter presented a quasi-experimental pre test post test study (N=36) involving 
an experimental group and a control group. The participants were content area student 
teachers, about two thirds preservice Bachelor students and about one third inservice 
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Master students. The intervention was a seven-week course in the Socratic Dialogue. Each 
session dealt with an educational key concept such as learning, knowledge, language, meaning 
and teaching. The quality of the actual six Socratic Dialogues that took place in separate 
sessions was determined by an independent observer who employed an assessment 
instrument especially developed and made reliable for this purpose. The instrument 
consisted of the definition of the Socratic Dialogue, 13 categories and a main question 
referring to the overall quality of an actual Socratic Dialogue. It was scored on a five-point 
Likert scale. The average score was a 4 on a five-point scale from not at all to very much so, 
which meant that the intervention was of a good quality as intended. The study looked 
into the effects of a course in the Socratic-Dialogue on student teachers’ beliefs about 
communication in general and communication in learning and instruction. It also 
examined the experimental group’s statements on learning. Within the framework of the 
acquisition-participation metaphor for learning (Sfard, 1998) the study tested the main 
proposition that participating in a course in the Socratic Dialogue would cause a shift in 
beliefs from acquisition orientated towards participation oriented. The acquisition and 
participation metaphors for learning (Sfard, 1998) stand for two mutually exclusive views 
on learning as a process of acquiring knowledge by the novice from the expert, and 
learning as an apprenticeship in becoming a part of the community of experts. For 
example, an acquisition oriented view that teachers pass on the knowledge to pupils would 
be countered by a participation oriented view that teachers co-construct the knowledge 
together with their pupils.  

For the purpose of measuring teacher beliefs a special teacher belief survey was developed 
and checked for interobserver reliability. Also its construct validity was tested among a 
comparable group of student teachers in Suriname. The survey consisted of an inventory 
of beliefs organised in two scales, the participation and the acquisition one. The 
participants could respond by allotting a score on a five-point Likert scale ranging from 
strongly agree to strongly disagree. We expected a shift towards the participation oriented view 
of communication because of the strong participatory quality of the Socratic Dialogue. 
Surprisingly, the participants’ beliefs, as measured by the teacher belief survey, were 
already very much participation-oriented before the intervention and probably as a 
consequence showed no significant change afterwards. This indicated a possible ceiling 
effect. Interestingly, the beliefs of the Suriname student teachers were less participation 
oriented on the one measurement for the purpose of construct validation. 

We also performed a supplementary content analysis of the student teacher spontaneous 
statements on learning. These were collected from the motives of the student teachers to 
participate in the course (1), the first log entry during the course (2), the first contributions 
to the online forum of the course(3); the self-reported effects in the last session (4), the 
last contributions to the online forum (5), the last log entry (6), and in the e-mail one year 



Socratic Dialogue and Teacher-Pupil Interaction 

130 
 

after the intervention in response to the question what they had learned in the Socratic 
Dialogue course (7). We looked at the way the teachers wrote and spoke spontaneously 
about learning and denoted the particular statements as teacher statements on learning. 
We defined teacher statements on learning as teacher statements about learning in general or 
specific learning outcomes involving insights, skills or action descriptions. After having identified 
teacher spontaneous statements on learning, we coded them as acquisition or participation 
oriented through an application a coding scheme developed and made reliable for this 
purpose, the teacher-statement-on-learning coding scheme. The data revealed a shift from 
acquisition to participation orientation. In the pre-intervention data (1, 2 and 3), the ratio 
between acquisition and participation orientation was 3.3 to 1 in favour of acquisition 
orientation. In the post-intervention data (3, 4 and 5) it was .15 to 1, and in the one-year 
follow-up data (7) only .07 to 1. There was a clear shift from acquisition towards the 
participation end of the continuum after the intervention, which appeared to have 
continued in the ensuing year. The shift in teacher statements on learning was visible at 
the participant level, too. Before the intervention 13 out of 18 participants’ produced 
exclusively acquisition oriented statements on learning, whereas after the intervention, 
only 1 participant made more acquisition-oriented statements than participation oriented 
ones, and 1 generated an equal number of acquisition and participation-oriented 
statements on learning. The remaining 16 participants produced, after the intervention, at 
least twice as many participation-oriented statements on learning as acquisition oriented 
ones. Expectedly, the pre-intervention participation-oriented participants remained so 
after the intervention. Bearing in mind that we examined only the statements on learning 
by the experimental group, as we had no data from the control group, we may cautiously 
state that the observed shift from acquisition towards the participation end of the 
continuum seemed to point in the direction of corroborating the claimed pedagogical 
values of the Socratic Dialogue (Heckmann, 1981; Saran, 1998) in Chapter 2. The same 
held for the content of the self-reported effects. The Socratic Dialogue seemed to have 
generated participation-oriented insights while training dialogical skills, e.g. ‘I never knew 
that one concept can have different meanings to different people’. We were now interested to see if 
the insights as witnessed in the teacher statements on learning would produce different 
interaction with second language pupils in teacher-pupil learning dialogues. We were also 
curious whether the student teacher interactional behaviour was as participation-oriented 
as their beliefs to start with. This is how we embarked on investigating content area 
student teacher behaviour in the interaction with second language pupils.  

Chapter 4 reported the study which investigated the effects of the same intervention on the 
student teachers’ behaviour in dyadic interaction with second language pupils (advanced 
second language learners in the mainstream classroom). The pupils spoke another 
language at home instead of or next to Dutch. They were between 12 and 18 years of age. 
About one quarter of the pupils were of Moroccan origin, about one quarter of Turkish 
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origin. The two quarters consisted of the pupils of over 15 different origins. The task the 
teachers had to fulfil was to check and increase the second language pupil’s knowledge 
and understanding of a topic concurrently discussed in class through discussing a number 
of key concepts. We defined the teacher-pupil learning dialogue as a dialogue between a 
teacher and a pupil in which the teacher scaffolds the pupil’s learning. We employed a 
scoring scheme consisting of 8 participation oriented (Sfard, 1998) features of teacher 
behaviour leading to the main question regarding the overall quality of the dialogue. The 
question was: Bearing in mind the definition above [on the top of the scheme] and the scores, what would 
you say is the overall quality of the teacher-pupil learning dialogue [you have just heard]?. The 8 
features were teacher asks open-ended questions (1), teacher asks follow up questions (2), the pace of 
the dialogue is slow (3), teacher allows pupil time to express him/herself (4), amount of teacher talk time 
is smaller than pupil talk time (5), teacher explicitly invites pupil to contribute (6), teacher pays attention 
to potentially difficult language (7), teacher checks if s/he has understood pupil’s meaning (8). The 
scheme was scored on a five-point Likert scale ranging from not at all to very much so. The 
observers followed a two-step protocol on listening once to each teacher-pupil learning 
dialogue: first a dialogue was scored on the 8 features and then the main question would 
be answered in terms of a score. A total of 202 teacher-pupil learning dialogues were 
scored. A two-way between-groups analysis of variance was conducted to explore the 
interaction effect between time and group for the main question for times 1 and 2. There 
was a statistically significant interaction effect of medium size between time and group. 
Eleven percent of variance of the dependent variable was explained by the interaction 
between time and group. Also, a two-way between-groups multivariate analysis of variance 
for 8 features of the dialogues together established a statistically significant interaction 
effect between time and group, with a very large effect size. Also on separate examination 
of the 8 features, significant effects were established for most of them, the size ranging 
from small to large. Judging by the means for the main question for time 1, 2 and 3, the 
experimental group started lower than the control group on time 1, but overtook the 
control group on time 2. Moreover, the experimental group continued improving on the 
3rd measurement. 

The dialogues preceding intervention were not as participation oriented as the ones 
following the intervention. Aiming at an integrative development of student teachers’ 
interactional skills the Socratic Dialogue course seemed to have produced effects on 
teacher behaviour in dyadic interaction with second language pupils. It also appeared to 
have improved the student teachers interactional scaffolding in teacher-pupil learning 
dialogues, as evidenced by the 8 features, and made them even pay more attention to 
potentially difficult language, see feature 7, without any specific instruction to do so or 
how to do it. The improvement was established directly after the Socratic Dialogue course 
and continued growing three months later which indicates that it could become sustained 
and lasting. 
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In Chapter 5, we sought to capture the change in interaction in the teacher-pupil learning 
dialogues. The process of a mixed methods microanalysis was described and the results 
presented and discussed. We performed the microanalysis on a selection of 10 sets of 
teacher-pupil learning dialogues by the same teachers, each set consisting of two dialogues 
with a largest score difference, one before and one after the intervention. The goal was 
not to explore the effects, but rather to get more insight in a possible change in 
interactional pattern in the dialogues where teachers’ interactional behaviour had changed. 
The microanalysis consisted of a combined discourse and conversation analysis. The data 
disclosed 3 quantitative and 5 qualitative variables. The quantitative variables were pace, 
interactional space and turn intensity. The pace was measured by the total time of pauses per 
minute; the interactional space by the ratio between the number of words pronounced by 
the teacher and the number of words pronounced by the pupil; and the turn intensity by 
the number of turns per minute. The pace and turn intensity remained unchanged. 
However, the interactional space increased considerably in the high scoring dialogues. The 
qualitative variables were open and closed question sequences further divided into display and 
referential question sequences, and meta linguistic sequences where attention to language was paid. 
It appeared that often an open-ended question initiated a closed question sequence and 
vice versa, that a closed question started an open question sequence. This is why the 
distinction between the types of question sequences proved more fruitful and informative 
than the distinction between types of questions. The number of closed question sequences 
diminished radically in the higher scoring teacher-pupil learning dialogues and open 
question sequences increased. There was also a slight growth in the number of 
metalinguistic sequences. In other words, the interaction adopted a quality of an opener 
and more meaningful dialogue which afforded an increase in second language pupils’ 
participation and a better support for their language development. The quality of 
interaction moved from quizzing to conversing. A series of staccato IRF exchanges quizzing 
pupil knowledge gave way to open and mutually connected sequences. In effect, the 
dialogues approached an ideal teacher-pupil learning dialogue engendering interactional 
scaffolding (Van Lier, 1996; Gibbons, 2009) through discussing less information into 
greater depth by means of open question sequences. The content area teacher prompted, 
probed, asked follow up questions and occasionally assisted. The second language pupil 
remembered, inferred, analyzed and shared his/her understanding and learned the second 
language by looking not only through but also at the window of language (Mehan, 1984).  

In the following section, we will discuss the results in the light of two concepts of the 
sociocultural theory of learning and two fairly recent sociocultural models for second 
language learning in content area as discussed in General Introduction. The concepts are 
common construction of knowledge (Mercer, 1995) and instructional scaffolding (Van Lier, 1996; 
Gibbons, 2009); the models are Sheltered Instruction (Echevarria, Vogt & Short, 2010), and 
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the learning cycle of genre pedagogy (Martin, 2009; Gibbons, 2009; Walqui & Van Lier, 
2010). 

 

Discussion of the results and conclusion 

Drawing on the sociocultural theory of learning and the theory of Socratic Dialogue, we 
engaged the Socratic Dialogue as a means to develop content area student teachers’ beliefs 
about communication in learning and instruction and their skills in dyadic interaction with 
second language pupils. The actualized Socratic Dialogues constituting the intervention 
were of a good quality. We did not measure any effects on teachers’ beliefs. However, we 
did establish effects on teacher’s spontaneous statements on learning, albeit only for the 
experimental group, and on their interaction with second language pupils. The selection of 
pre and post dialogues where teachers’ interactional behaviour had changed revealed 
change patterns in interaction. The interaction became less acquisition-oriented and more 
participation oriented. Quizzing in the teacher-pupil learning dialogues before the 
intervention gave way to conversing in the dialogues afterwards.  

All in all, we investigated effects of participating in a course on the Socratic Dialogues on 
three chief variables, teacher beliefs, teacher statements on learning, and teacher 
interactional behaviour. What do the three chief variables taken together tell us? 
Compared to the post-measurement, on the pre-measurement, the teachers’ beliefs were 
strongly participation oriented, their spontaneous statements on learning were not, neither 
was their interactional behaviour with second language pupils. The latter two had changed 
after the intervention, the first one did not. The reason for not measuring any effects on 
the student teachers’ beliefs about communication in learning and instruction could be 
due to the high resistance to change of such central beliefs (Rokeach, 1968; Pajares, 1992; 
Raths, 2001). It could also be due to the ceiling effect. The group scored very high on the 
participation scale already before the intervention, between 4 and 5 on a five-point Likert 
scale. However, a closer look at the development of formulations about learning by the 
participants of the experimental group only, as there were no parallel data from the 
control group, revealed a noticeable shift from acquisition to participation orientation. It 
would seem that insights about communication and understanding produced by the 
experience of the Socratic Dialogues have changed the way the participating student 
teachers wrote and spoke about learning. The same insights might have guided their 
clearly changed interaction with second language pupils as witnessed by the overall quality 
improvement of teacher-pupil learning dialogues. In this respect we may say that the 
Socratic Dialogue has proven to have some potential for changing the way teachers think 
about learning or perhaps other educational key concepts. As such it may promote 
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building a foundation for changing the behaviour, which Sheltered Instruction model 
(Echevarria, Vogt & Short, 2010) also intended to do. However, Echevarria, Richards-
Tutor, Chinn and Ratleff (2011) observed that possibly only the best teachers applied the 
model with fidelity. The others probably needed more extensive and sustained support 
over time or simply took longer to learn. However, one could also argue that the teachers 
way of thinking about teaching second language pupils did not follow their applying the 
newly learned strategies and techniques of Sheltered Instruction. An explanation for this 
could be that they had started thinking differently, but since they implemented the model 
with low fidelity, we may assume that the change in thinking either had not lasted or had 
never occurred. A cause of this could have lied in the fact that the training in application 
of the Sheltered Instruction model did not target teachers’ language awareness nor their 
beliefs about the role of language in learning. However, if we help teachers change their 
way of thinking alongside changing their behaviour, less time may be needed and the 
change in behaviour may be more sustained, as suggested in Chapter 4. The Socratic 
Dialogue may be a useful supplement for such methods as the Sheltered Instruction 
model. The same may hold for the genre-based literacy pedagogy (Gibbons, 2009; Walqui 
& Van Lier, 2010), since a successful and sustained application of the learning cycle model 
also relies on a changed way of thinking in teachers. In Dutch context, where teachers 
enjoy substantially more autonomy than for example, the teachers in the USA, such 
change in the way of thinking is even more important and, therefore, the relevance of the 
Socratic Dialogue even bigger.  

Our research corroborates the potential of the Socratic Dialogue to change interactional 
behaviour. The overall quality of the teacher-pupil learning dialogues had improved and 
moreover, it not only stayed stable three months later but continued improving. The 
dialogues moved in quality towards their ideal which easily compared with interactional 
scaffolding (Van Lier, 2006; Gibbons, 2009). Six of the eight features showed significant 
change, including paying attention to language. This could mean that the Socratic Dialogue has 
the potential of helping the teachers to develop the skills for interactional scaffolding of 
their second language pupils’ learning. Most of the features continued improving three 
months later. However, paying attention to language did not seem to consolidate. Why 
could have this been the case? We would like to argue that contrary to the other features 
which are general interactional features encouraging pupil participation, and nevertheless 
of crucial importance for second language development, this one goes a step further. It 
turns the focus of interaction to the form, i.e. language. It discusses the language. Such 
attention to language appears to require more than falls into the scope of the pedagogical 
potential of the Socratic Dialogue. Discussing the language requires a certain degree of 
metalinguistic literacy, by which we mean being in possession of vocabulary which enables 
one to talk about language.  
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The microanalysis of interaction in the selection of the ten sets of teacher-pupil learning 
dialogues shed some light on the nature of the interaction between the content area 
student teacher and the second language pupil, and its change pattern from before to after 
the intervention. The change pattern pointed to what interactional scaffolding (Van Lier, 
1996; Gibbons, 2009) may look like: it may consist of more open question sequences and 
include metalinguistic sequences where language is discussed in different ways. The 
analysis has also laid the foundation for a content analysis of how common construction 
of knowledge (Mercer, 1995) and understanding between the teacher and the second 
language pupil can proceed. In other words, we may argue that a successful interactional 
scaffolding entails a series of open question sequences where knowledge could jointly be 
constructed by the teacher and the pupil. Interaction in open question sequences may be 
seen as a precondition for common construction of knowledge (Mercer, 1995).  

On the whole, the expectations regarding the Socratic Dialogue pedagogical potential 
raised in Chapter 2 seem to have been matched by evidence of its effects on student 
teachers’ statements on learning in the Chapter 3 and of its effects on their interaction with 
second language pupils in Chapter 4. The student teachers’ statements on learning became 
more participation oriented, and their interaction acquired more characteristics of co-
constructing knowledge and understanding with their second language pupils. Finally, 
Chapter 5 gave an insight into the nature of this change in interaction and characterized it 
as a shift from quizzing to conversing. How does this bear on our research questions?  

In conclusion, we consider our general research question whether participating in a course 
in the Socratic Dialogue would have any effects on content area student teachers’ beliefs 
and interactional behaviour partly positively answered. The course did not seem to have 
any effects on the teachers’ believes about communication as measured by the teacher 
belief survey, but it did have effects on their interactional behaviour with second language 
pupils. However, the first half of the answer can further be nuanced by the answer to the 
specific question regarding the effects of the course in the Socratic Dialogue on the 
student teachers’ statements on learning. As it is, after the course, the spontaneous 
statements on learning were more participation oriented. Regarding the nature of the 
effects on the student teachers’ interactional behaviour with second language pupils, the 
teachers asked more open-ended questions, slowed down the pace of the dialogue, 
explicitly invited the pupils to contribute and allowed them more time to express 
themselves. Also, they paid more attention to language. The microanalysis of the 
interaction in the teacher-pupil learning dialogues where the teacher’s interactional 
behaviour had changed, displayed change patterns pointing to an increase in interactional 
space for the pupil and in open question sequences a greater variety and frequency of 
metalinguistic sequences. In this respect, we may have found a method worthwhile 
implementing in teacher education. The Socratic Dialogue showed the potential for 
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developing content area teachers’ interactional skills and raising their language awareness 
as manifested in the increased attention to language, and affording a self-examination of 
educational preconceptions at the same time. It is conceivable that it was this integrative 
approach of the Socratic Dialogue that was the main force behind causing effects on 
teacher statements on learning as well as on their interactional behaviour.  

We will proceed by discussing a few strengths and several limitations of the research as a 
whole and make some recommendations for further research.  

 

Strengths and Limitations and Further Research 

This research project may pride itself with at least three strong points: a quasi-
experimental design, the three instruments it developed, and using an intervention which 
the participants were not to copy, but rather translate into their teaching practice. The 
quasi-experimental design involving an experimental and a control group induced a 
change sorely needed in teacher education programme on the one hand, and warranted 
the validity of its findings on the other. The validity was further fortified by three 
instruments especially developed for the needs of the research.  

The first of the instruments was the Socratic Dialogue assessment form. It was a rather 
successful attempt at defining the Socratic Dialogue and its main features. It was 
developed in the cooperation with four experienced Socratic Dialogue facilitators and one 
Socratic Dialogue theoretician. Its inter-observer reliability was good. In this way the 
intervention could be assessed by an independent observer. The second instrument was a 
teacher belief survey. Drawing on two metaphors for learning (Sfard, 1998) it comprised 
the two corresponding scales along which teachers’ beliefs about communication in 
general and in learning and instructions were measured. Its reliability was satisfactory as 
was its construct validity. The third instrument was the teacher-pupil-learning-dialogue 
scoring scheme which captured the teacher’s scaffolding behaviour on 8 features. The 
instrument was found reliable for two observers. Each of the three instruments could be 
seen as presenting a theoretical contribution to the study of the Socratic Dialogue, teacher 
beliefs and interactional scaffolding by framing one or more of their respective aspects.  

The third strong point of the research project was that the Socratic Dialogue was 
employed with student teachers not as a method to be simply copied with their second 
language pupils, but rather as an independent course in personal and professional 
development, of which the learning achievements needed to be translated to the context 
of ten-minute teacher-pupil learning dialogues. In this way the teachers could draw freely 
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on their individual resources and tune in contingencies of the dialogues in their specific 
content areas with particular second language pupils.  

However, the research also knows some limitations which may have influenced the 
results. Firstly, the experimental design worked with matched groups of the uneven 
number of Bachelor and Master students, two thirds being Bachelor and one third Master 
students. This may have skewed the results. Secondly, the control group could not be kept 
for the retention measurement due to the curricular constraints. In this way we missed the 
control group for the third measurement of interactional behaviour. Regarding the 
instruments, they all leave room for further refinement and better fine-tuning to what they 
measure. This especially holds for the acquisition scale of the teacher belief survey. As 
discussed above, we measured a supposed ceiling effect on the participation scale of the 
survey. However, the acquisition scale did not measure any change either whereas the first 
measurement offered enough room for it with mean scores between 2 and 3 points on the 
five-point Likert scale. Also, the teacher-pupil-learning-dialogue scoring scheme could do 
without the present overlap between features such as asking open-ended questions and asking 
the pupil to contribute.  

Finally, we need to place a methodological remark with respect to the part of research 
described in Chapter 3. For the teacher spontaneous statements on learning, we had only the data 
from the experimental group. This was due to the fact that we resorted to content analysis 
of teacher statements on learning only after the supposed ceiling effect was measured by 
the teacher belief survey. This is why we had to work without the data from the control 
group. This situation produced another weak point within the teacher statements on learning 
data. The data collected on the pre-measurement were smaller than the data on the post-
measurement. The situation could have been helped, had we prepared a better conceptual 
basis by distinguishing between beliefs and thinking about communication and learning.  

This research project leaves at least two questions behind which could be answered by 
future research. One of the questions is whether a fortification of the Socratic Dialogue 
would produce stronger effects on paying attention to language. Such a fortification could be a 
language acquisition course or a course in metalinguistic literacy. Such a training may 
intensify the raised language awareness and further enhance interactional skills. Also, 
making second and foreign language acquisition the topic of Socratic Dialogues could 
strengthened this particular feature. Moreover, conducting dialogues in a second or even 
foreign language may have an impact on participants language awareness as speaking a 
second or a foreign language requires attention for form more frequently than speaking a 
mother tongue does.  
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The other question regards the open question sequences discovered in the selection of 20 
teacher-pupil learning dialogues, see Chapter 5: did common construction of knowledge or 
concept formation take place and what did it look like? The open question sequences may 
thus further be analysed for their content and reveal interactional patterns behind 
common concept construction or construction of knowledge.  

 

Implications for teacher education 

The pedagogical potential of the Socratic Dialogue was made evident by this research 
project. The Socratic Dialogue asserts itself as an integrative method to learn new content 
while training dialogical skills. This has significant implications for teacher education since 
we simply cannot afford teaching teachers new behaviour and providing them with 
models. There is no time for intensive and sustained support that may take teaching 
practice to transform the way of thinking about teaching.  

Not only second language pupils but indeed all pupils would profit by learning 
understanding through constructing it together with their teachers. Teachers could be 
taught to do so by means of the Socratic Dialogue reinforced by a course in metalinguistic 
literacy. Metalinguistic literacy may enhance the language awareness awakened by the 
Socratic Dialogue. A course in the Socratic Dialogue could also be fortified by a 
comparison study of the recorded teacher-pupil learning dialogues. They could listen to 
the analysed dialogues and compare the successful ones to the less successful ones. The 
resulting insights may then be connected to the insights from the Socratic Dialogue.  

A scenario for incorporating the Socratic Dialogue in teacher education may include an 
introductory intensive training in the beginning of the programme of studies and a 
number of follow up sessions dispersed over the rest of it. The questions and topics can 
originate from the theoretical content of the curriculum with the view of bridging the gap 
between student teachers’ teaching practice and the theoretical concepts they learn 
(Wubbels, 1992). Being given the opportunity to articulate and examine their beliefs and 
preconceptions about essential aspects of teaching and learning, or any other concepts, 
may afford reflection on and review of the same.  

In order to benefit from the pedagogical potential of the Socratic Dialogue, it is of crucial 
importance that it be clearly defined and its possible adjustments accounted for. We 
would recommend integrating the Socratic Dialogue in teacher education as a course, on 
the condition that teacher educators get trained themselves in facilitating it.  
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SAMENVATTING 

 

Het Socratisch gesprek is een filosofische methode waarbij een groep mensen samen een 
antwoord construeert op een gezamenlijk gestelde fundamentele vraag. Het bewerkstelligt 
het samen denken door middel van intensieve interactie waarin veel aandacht aan zowel 
de vorm als de inhoud wordt besteed. De methode past binnen een sociocultureel 
perspectief van leren. 

Deze dissertatie richt zich op verbetering van de competentie van vakleraren om interactie 
met tweede-taalleerders over de inhoud van hun vak tot stand te brengen. Onder een 
tweede-taalleerder verstaan we een leerling die thuis een andere taal spreekt naast of in 
plaats van Nederlands. Er is een toenemende interesse in de literatuur voor de rol die de 
vakleraar kan spelen in de taalontwikkeling van tweede-taalleerders in aanvulling op en in 
samenhang met de rol van de taaldocent. Het realiseren van interactie over leerinhouden 
vormt daarin een belangrijke component. Het schaarse onderzoek naar de interactie 
tussen de vakleraar en de tweede-taalleerder laat echter zien dat het geen 
vanzelfsprekendheid is dat vakdocent en tweede-taalleerder tot taalontwikkelende 
interactie komen. Tegen deze achtergrond is een quasi-experimenteel onderzoek opgezet 
binnen de lerarenopleiding met als doel een bijdrage te leveren aan versterking van het 
opleidingscurriculum waar het gaat om de ontwikkeling van interactieve competenties. De 
hoofdonderzoeksvraag is  

Zal deelname aan een cursus in Socratisch gesprek effect hebben op de opvattingen van de vakleraren in 
opleiding en hun interactief gedrag?  

De deelvragen luiden:  

Welke effecten heeft deelname aan een cursus in Socratisch gesprek op de opvattingen van vakleraren in 
opleiding over communicatie bij leren en instructie en op hun uitspraken over leren? (1);  

Welke effecten heeft deelname aan een cursus in Socratisch gesprek op interactief gedrag van de vakleraren 
in opleiding in hun gesprek met tweede-taalleerders? (2); en  

Welke veranderingen in interactionele patronen worden waargenomen bij veranderd leraarsgedrag in de 
interactie met tweede-taalleerders? (3).  

In de hoofdstukken 3, 4 en 5 presenteren we de deelstudies die op deze vragen 
respectievelijk een antwoord opleverden.  
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Het tweede hoofdstuk is een conceptuele verhandeling over het Socratisch gesprek. Ten 
eerste onderscheiden we het Socratisch gesprek van andere vormen van de Socratische 
methode in het licht van zijn historische achtergrond. Wij definiëren het Socratisch 
gesprek als een filosofisch groepsgesprek waar deelnemers proberen consensus te 
bereiken over het antwoord op een fundamentele vraag met het doel nieuwe inzichten te 
verwerven. Het gesprek wordt geleid door een gespreksleider en gevoerd uitgaande van 
een concreet voorval en met inachtneming van een aantal gespreksrichtlijnen. Verder 
bespreken we de merites van het Socratisch gesprek als een dialogisch onderzoek in de 
context van een socioculturele benadering en presenteren we de methodologische en 
procedurele aspecten. Er wordt een overzicht van het empirisch onderzoek gegeven naar 
zowel de Socratische methode als het Socratisch gesprek inclusief gegevens over hun 
effecten. Ook bespreken we een voorbeeld van het Socratisch gesprek aan de hand van 
zes pedagogische richtlijnen en de gezamenlijke conceptvorming. De zes pedagogische 
richtlijnen zijn: de gespreksleider houdt zich afzijdig van de inhoud van het gesprek zodat 
de deelnemers het eigen oordeelsvermogen gebruiken (1); zij/hij moedigt de deelnemers 
aan om hun algemene inzichten in een concreet voorbeeld te verankeren (2); onderling 
begrip wordt gestimuleerd en verzekerd (3); de gespreksleider houdt de aandacht van de 
groep gevestigd op de centrale vraag (4); de groep wordt aangemoedigd om naar 
consensus te streven door middel van valide intersubjectieve uitspraken (5); en de 
gespreksleider intervenieert om het gesprek in vruchtbare banen te leiden (6). Deze 
richtlijnen zijn bedoeld om de deelnemers te helpen in hun pogingen tot inzichten te 
komen. Een belangrijke onderdeel van het Socratisch gesprek is de gezamenlijke 
conceptvorming. Dit betekent het ontstaan van een gedeeld begrip, meestal het 
sleutelbegrip uit de hoofdvraag. Gaandeweg het gesprek komt het concept tevoorschijn 
als resultaat van de groepsinspanning om het te construeren. Een concept wordt 
gezamenlijk gevormd als een onderdeel van communicatie en als een bewuste poging van 
de deelnemers om van en met elkaar te leren. Het hoofdstuk eindigt met aanbevelingen 
voor het ontwikkelen van een beoordelingsinstrument dat een intersubjectief oordeel over 
de kwaliteit van concrete Socratische gesprekken kan vergemakkelijken.  

Het derde hoofdstuk beschrijft een quasi-experimentele studie met een pretest posttest 
design en een experimentele en een controlegroep (N=36). De deelnemers waren 
vakleraren in opleiding. Ongeveer een derde van de studenten waren deeltijd 
Masterstudenten en tweederde voltijd Bachelorstudenten. De interventie was een cursus 
die uit deelname aan zes Socratische gesprekken bestond. Ieder gesprek had een 
onderwijskundig sleutelbegrip als onderwerp zoals leren, kennis, taal, betekenis en 
onderwijzen. De kwaliteit van de zes Socratische gesprekken werd aan de hand van video-
opnames door een onafhankelijke beoordelaar beoordeeld. Hij/zij gebruikte hierbij een 
speciaal hiervoor ontwikkeld en betrouwbaar gemaakt beoordelingsinstrument, het 
beoordelingsformulier Socratisch gesprek. Dit instrument omvat de definitie van het 
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Socratisch gesprek, dertien aspecten van de kwaliteit ervan en een hoofdvraag naar de 
algehele kwaliteit van het gesprek: In hoeverre is het gesprek dat je gezien hebt een 
Socratisch gesprek gezien de definitie van het Socratisch gesprek en de scores op de 
bovenstaande kenmerken,? De scores werden bepaald op een vijfpunt Likertschaal van 
helemaal niet tot helemaal. De gemiddelde score was een 4, wat betekende dat de interventie 
van goede kwaliteit was. De studie onderzocht vervolgens de effecten van deelname aan 
de cursus in het Socratisch gesprek op de opvattingen van de vakleraren in opleiding over 
communicatie in het algemeen en rond leren en instructie. Ook uitspraken over leren van 
de leraren in de experimentele groep werden onderzocht. Binnen het kader van acquisitie-
participatie metafoor voor leren testte de studie de hypothese dat deelname aan een cursus 
in het Socratisch gesprek de opvattingen van acquisitie- naar participatiegeoriënteerd zal 
doen verschuiven. De acquisitie- en participatiemetaforen voor leren staan volgens de 
theorie van Sfard voor twee elkaar onderling uitsluitende visies op leren: leren als een 
proces van kennisoverdracht van een expert aan een novice, en leren als een meester-
gezelsituatie waarin een leerling door het participeren in een gemeenschap van experts 
langzamerhand deel gaat uitmaken van die gemeenschap. Een acquisitiegeoriënteerde 
opvatting, bijvoorbeeld dat leraren de kennis in eenrichtingverkeer aan de leerlingen 
doorgeven, is volgens deze theorie in tegenspraak met de participatiegeoriënteerde visie 
dat leraren de kennis samen in gesprek met hun leerlingen construeren.  

Een lerarenvragenlijst werd ontwikkeld om de opvattingen van vakleraren in opleiding 
over communicatie in het algemeen en bij leren en instructie in het bijzonder te meten. De 
interbeoordelaarsbetrouwbaarheid voor de vragenlijst bleek goed. Tevens toetsten wij haar 
constructvaliditeit onder een vergelijkbare groep van leraren in opleiding in Suriname. De 
vragenlijst bestond uit een verzameling stellingen verdeeld over twee schalen: de 
acquisitie- en de participatieschaal. De deelnemers konden op iedere stelling reageren door 
op de vijfpunt-Likertschaal een score toe te kennen van helemaal mee eens tot helemaal 
mee oneens. We verwachtten een verschuiving in opvattingen van acquisitie- naar 
participatiegeoriënteerd door de ervaring met het sterk participatiegeoriënteerde 
Socratisch gesprek. Tot onze verrassing bleek echter dat de deelnemersopvattingen al op 
de voormeting sterk participatiegeoriënteerd waren en (mogelijk daardoor) na de 
interventie geen grote verandering vertoonden. Dit wees mogelijkerwijs op een 
plafondeffect. Interessant genoeg, vertoonden de lerarenopvattingen in Suriname op de 
meting ter bepaling van de constructvaliditeit een minder sterke participatieoriëntatie. 
Hieruit leidden we af dat er sprake was van een goede constructvaliditeit.  

We voerden ook een aanvullende inhoudsanalyse uit op de spontane uitspraken van de 
studenten over leren. Deze werden verzameld uit zeven bronnen: een geschreven 
motivatie voor deelname aan de cursus (1); de eerste logboeknotitie tijdens de cursus (2); 
de eerste bijdrage aan het online forum van de cursus (3); de zelfgerapporteerde effecten 
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in het afsluitende Socratische gesprek (4); de laatste bijdrage aan het online forum (5); de 
laatste logboeknotitie tijdens de cursus (6); en de email een jaar na de interventie als 
antwoord op de vraag wat deelnemers in de cursus geleerd hadden (7). In dit materiaal 
identificeerden we alle leraaruitspraken over leren dat wil zeggen uitspraken over leren in 
het algemeen en over specifieke leeruitkomsten zoals inzichten, vaardigheden of 
gedragingen in het bijzonder. Na hun identificatie codeerden we de leraaruitspraken over 
leren met een speciaal hiervoor ontwikkeld en op interbeoordelaarsbetrouwbaarheid 
getoetst coderingsschema, het coderingschema voor leraaruitspraken over leren. De 
aantallen uitspraken met acquisitie- en participatieoriëntatie voor de interventie (bronnen 
1, 2 en 3) hadden een verhouding van 3.3 tot 1. De uitspraken na de interventie (bronnen 
4, 5 en 6) lieten een ander beeld zien: .15 tot 1, en de uitspraken een jaar later (bron 7) 
zelfs .07 tot 1. Er was na de interventie dus sprake van een opmerkelijke verschuiving van 
een acquisitie- naar een participatieoriëntatie die zich een jaar later bleek te hebben 
doorgezet. De verschuiving was niet alleen zichtbaar op het uitspraakniveau, maar ook op 
het deelnemerniveau. Voor de interventie produceerden 13 van de 18 deelnemers louter 
acquisitiegeoriënteerde uitspraken over leren. Na de interventie, produceerde slechts een 
deelnemer meer acquisitie- dan participatiegeoriënteerde uitspraken. Een deelnemer 
genereerde even veel van beide soorten uitspraken. De resterende 16 deelnemers deden 
minstens twee keer zoveel participatiegeoriënteerde uitspraken. Zoals verwacht bleken 
deelnemers die alleen participatiegeoriënteerde uitspraken deden voor de interventie ook 
na de interventie dat te blijven doen. Hoewel we deze uitkomsten niet konden vergelijken 
met leraaruitspraken van de controlegroep omdat we daar niet over beschikten, 
constateren we met enige voorzichtigheid dat de geobserveerde verschuiving van 
acquisitie naar participatie wijst in de richting van de veronderstelde effecten van 
deelname aan het Socratisch gesprek in Hoofdstuk 2. Hetzelfde gold voor de inhoud van de 
zelfgerapporteerde effecten. De cursus in het Socratisch gesprek bleek bij de deelnemers 
participatiegeoriënteerde inzichten opgeleverd te hebben, bijvoorbeeld ‘Ik wist niet dat 
een begrip voor verschillende mensen verschillende betekenissen kan hebben’. We wilden 
vervolgens zien of de inzichten zoals uitgedrukt in de leraaruitspraken over leren een 
verandering in interactie met de tweede-taalleerders teweeg brachten. Ook wilden we 
nader onderzoeken of het gedrag van vakleraren voor de interventie al net zo sterk 
participatiegeoriënteerd was als hun opvattingen deden vermoeden. Dit bracht ons ertoe 
het gedrag van vakleraren in opleiding in de interactie met tweede-taalleerders te 
onderzoeken.  

Hoofdstuk 4 beschrijft het onderzoek naar de effecten van dezelfde interventie op het 
gedrag van de vakleraren in opleiding in dyadische interactie met individuele tweede-
taalleerders. Dat waren middelbare scholieren die thuis naast of in plaats van Nederlands 
een andere taal spraken. Ze waren tussen 12 en 18 jaar oud en zaten op verschillende 
schooltypen, van vmbo tot en met vwo en gymnasium. Ongeveer een kwart van de 
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leerlingen was van Marokkaanse afkomst, een kwart van Turkse en de helft van meer dan 
15 verschillende andere nationaliteiten. 202 leraar-leerlingleerdialogen werden als 
audiofiles opgenomen. Een leraar-leerlingleerdialoog hebben we gedefinieerd als een 
dialoog tussen een leraar en een leerling waar de leraar het leren van de leerling begeleidt 
en ondersteunt. De taak van de leraren was om aan de hand van een aantal kernbegrippen 
de kennis van de leerling over de in de klas behandelde stof te checken en vergroten. De 
instructie luidde:  

‘Voer een een-op-een gesprek met een tweede-taalleerder buiten de les over de 
stof die in de les behandeld werd. Check aan de hand van een aantal 
kernbegrippen wat de leerling weet en vergroot deze kennis.’ 

In de analyse hebben we een beoordelingsschema gebruikt dat bestond uit de definitie van 
de leraar-leerlingleerdialoog en een beoordeling op 8 participatiegeoriënteerde kenmerken 
die naar de hoofdvraag leidden. De hoofdvraag was: Wat is de algemene kwaliteit van de 
dialoog gezien de definitie en de scores op de 8 kenmerken?. De 8 kenmerken waren: de 
leraar stelt open vragen (1), de leraar vraagt door (2), het tempo van de dialoog is 
langzaam (3), de leraar geeft de leerling genoeg tijd om zich uit te drukken (4), de leraar 
spreekt minder dan de leerling (5), de leraar vraagt nadrukkelijk om de bijdrage van de 
leerling (6), de leraar let op moeilijke taal (7), de leraar gaat na of zij of hij begrepen heeft 
wat de leerling bedoelt (8). Alle kenmerken en de hoofdvraag werden op een vijfpunt 
Likertschaal gescoord van helemaal niet tot helemaal. Daarbij volgden de beoordelaars een 
procedure in twee stappen nadat ze een keer naar het gesprek hadden geluisterd: eerst 
scoorden ze ieder tweegesprek op de 8 kenmerken; vervolgens beantwoordden ze de 
hoofdvraag. Uit een tweeweg-variantieanalyse bleek een statistisch significant interactie-
effect tussen tijd en groep van gemiddelde grootte. Elf procent van de variantie in de 
kwaliteit van leraar-leerlingleerdialogen kon verklaard worden door de interactie tussen tijd 
en groep, dat wil zeggen door een verschil in verloop in de tijd in de experimentele en de 
controlegroep. Ook werd een tweeweg multivariate variantieanalyse voor de acht 
kenmerken van de dialoog tussen leraar en leerling uitgevoerd. Het interactie-effect tussen 
tijd en groep bleek statistisch significant en zeer groot. Zevenentwintig procent van de 
variantie in de kwaliteit van de acht kenmerken samen genomen kon verklaard worden 
door de statistische interactie tussen tijd en groep. Evenzeer waren er significante 
interactie-effecten voor bijna alle acht kenmerken. De effectgrootte varieerde tussen klein 
en groot. De gemiddelden voor de hoofdvraag op de drie metingen lieten zien dat de 
gesprekken in de experimentele groep op de eerste meting van lagere kwaliteit waren dan 
in de controlegroep, terwijl ze bij de tweede meting van hogere kwaliteit waren. De 
kwaliteit van de gesprekken in de experimentele groep bleef doorgroeien tussen de tweede 
en de derde meeting. De dialogen voor de interventie waren minder 
participatiegeoriënteerd dan de dialogen na de interventie. De deelname aan de cursus in 
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het Socratisch gesprek heeft dus effecten gehad op het gedrag van de vakleraren in 
opleiding in leerdialogen met tweede-taalleerders. Niet alleen waren de leerdialogen in het 
algemeen beter, ook 6 van de 8 kenmerken van interactionele instructie gingen vooruit. 
Zelfs de aandacht voor taal werd groter zonder dat de deelnemers hiervoor een specifieke 
instructie hadden ontvangen. De groei werd geconstateerd direct na de interventie en 
bleek drie maanden later door te zetten. Dit zou kunnen wijzen op een duurzaam effect.  

In Hoofdstuk 5 proberen we de verandering in interactie in kaart te brengen in de leraar-
leerlingleerdialogen van die studenten die hun gedrag het duidelijkst veranderd hadden. 
De data bestonden uit een selectie van tien sets van leerdialogen van steeds eenzelfde 
vakleraar. Voor iedere set zijn de twee leerdialogen met het grootste verschil in de 
algemene kwaliteitsscore die in Hoofdstuk 4 bepaald was geselecteerd, één voor en de ander 
na de interventie. Het doel van de analyse was niet om de effecten van de deelname aan de 
cursus te onderzoeken, maar om meer inzicht te verkrijgen in de aard van mogelijke 
veranderingen in het interactiepatroon. De analyse bestond uit een combinatie van 
discours- en conversatieanalyse aan de hand van drie kwantitatieve en vijf kwalitatieve 
variabelen. De kwantitatieve variabelen waren tempo, interactionele ruimte, en 
beurtintensiteit. Het tempo werd bepaald door een optelsom van de duur van de pauzes; 
de interactionele ruimte door een verhouding tussen het aantal woorden gesproken door 
de leraar en gesproken door de leerling; en de beurtintensiteit door het aantal beurten per 
gesprek. Het tempo en de beurtintensiteit veranderden niet. De interactionele ruimte 
daarentegen was nadrukkelijk veranderd in het voordeel van de leerling: de participatie van 
de leerling nam in omvang toe ten opzichte van de participatie van de leraar. De 
kwalitatieve variabelen waren open en gesloten vraagsequenties, die verder onderverdeeld 
werden in display en referentiële vraagsequenties en metalinguïstische sequenties waarin 
aandacht voor taal werd getoond. Display vragen zijn vragen waarop de leerkracht het 
antwoord al weet en aan de leerling vraagt begrip te vertonen, en referentiële vragen zijn 
vragen waarop de leerkracht het antwoord niet weet. Het bleek dat een open vraag vaak 
een gesloten vraagsequentie initieerde en andersom, dat een gesloten vraag een open 
vraagsequentie startte. Derhalve bleek dat het onderscheid tussen vraagsequenties 
bestaande uit meer samenhangende uitingen voor de analyse vruchtbaarder en 
informatiever was dan het onderscheid tussen type vragen op uitingniveau, waarin immers 
niet duidelijk is wat er na een vraag gebeurt in de interactie. Uit de analyse bleek dat het 
aantal gesloten vraagsequenties sterk afnam en het aantal open sequenties toenam. Er 
bleek ook een kleine groei in het aantal metalinguïstische sequenties in de dialogen. Met 
andere woorden, de interactie werd een meer open en betekenisvollere dialoog waarin de 
leerlingenparticipatie groeide en hun taalontwikkeling enigszins meer expliciete aandacht 
kreeg. In dit opzicht verschoof de kwaliteit van de interactie van overhoren naar 
meepraten: een serie van gesloten staccato vraag-antwoord-feedback uitwisselingen die 
gericht was op het checken van kennis werd vervangen door meer open onderling 
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verbonden uitwisselingen tussen leraar en leerling. Op deze manier leken de leerdialogen 
meer op een leraar-leerlingleerdialoog die interactionele instructie op een geslaagde manier 
realiseert door minder begrippen te bespreken op een diepergaande manier. De vakleraren 
gaven kleine geheugensteuntjes, daagden uit, vroegen dóór en hielpen waar nodig. De 
tweede-taalleerders reproduceerden, leidden af, analyseerden en deelden hun begrip met 
de leraar waarbij ze taal niet alleen gebruikten, maar ook begonnen na te denken over taal. 

Onze hoofdvraag is hiermee beantwoord. Deelname aan de cursus in het Socratisch 
gesprek bleek effecten te hebben op het gedrag van vakleraren in opleiding, maar geen 
effecten op hun opvattingen over communicatie in het algemeen en bij leren en instructie 
zoals gemeten met onze vragenlijst. Er waren echter wel aanwijzingen voor een mogelijke 
effect op de spontane uitspraken over leren van de deelnemers. Deze en hun interactieve 
gedrag in leraar-leerlingleerdialogen werden meer participatiegeoriënteerd. De kwalitatief 
hoogscorende leerdialogen vertoonden de kenmerken van een meer open en 
betekenisvollere leerdialoog. De interactie veranderde zodoende van overhoren naar 
meepraten.  

De sterke punten van dit onderzoek zijn de quasi-experimentele opzet, de drie nieuwe 
instrumenten die zijn ontwikkeld en het geslaagd toepassen van een interventie die er niet 
op was gericht dat de deelnemers haar nabootsten maar die zonder instructie daartoe 
vertaald zou kunnen worden naar de eigen onderwijspraktijk. Het onderzoek levert ook 
een bijdrage aan de lerarenopleiding. Het Socratisch gesprek blijkt een integratieve 
methode te zijn voor het tegelijkertijd leren van nieuwe inhouden en het vergroten van 
interactieve vaardigheden. We bevelen aan het Socratisch gesprek op te nemen in de 
lerarenopleiding en dat lerarenopleiders zich bekwamen in het leiden daarvan.  
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