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INSTRUCTIONAL CONVERSATIONS
In many elementary school classrooms, students’ verbal contributions during reading lessons are 
limited to known answers (Gallimore & Goldenberg, 1992), as when a teacher asks, “Who is the 
main character in this story?” Teachers can move away from the traditional role of evaluating stu-
dents’ responses toward assisting students in interpreting texts by using instructional conversations, 
a method that assumes that (a) students have something important to say and (b) their input is 
valued (Gallimore & Goldenberg, 1992). This method consists of 10 elements (see Table 18.2) 
that reflect Vygotsky’s notion of assisted learning in the zone of proximal development.

Teachers and students engage in a joint conversation about a text that looks like a sponta-
neous discussion where each person contributes to the dialogue by building on, extending, or 
challenging a previous comment. However, the discussion is a planned interaction with instruc-
tional and conversational purposes (Gallimore & Goldenberg, 1992; Gallimore & Tharp, 
1990). The instructional purpose focuses on learning objectives—what the teacher wants stu-
dents to acquire from reading the text (e.g., vocabulary, comprehension, themes). The conver-
sational purpose involves creating a joint understanding and interpretation of the text through 
genuine communication.

Teachers have used instructional conversations to promote elementary school students’ 
interaction with and comprehension of stories during reading lessons (Gallimore & 
Goldenberg, 1992; Saunders & Goldenberg, 1999). Students participating in instructional 
conversations have achieved grade-level or higher reading skills and mastery of more complex, 
differentiated concepts than children receiving traditional reading comprehension instruction 

GUIDELINES 18.2	 Tips for Effective Use of Cooperative Learning

Characteristic Teaching tips

Positive interdependence •• Establish a group goal stating that all group members must reach their learning goals.

•• Provide rewards based on the success of the group (e.g., a group grade, bonus points, or 

tangible rewards).

•• Distribute limited resources.

•• Assign each member a specific role.

•• Divide the work so that one member’s assignment is necessary for the next member to complete 

his or her assignment.

Individual and group 

accountability

•• Randomly select one student’s product to represent the group.

•• Test all group members and average the scores.

Interpersonal skills •• Teach communication skills, especially in the elementary grades.

•• Include interpersonal objectives for a cooperative lesson.

•• Inform students of the collaborative skills needed to work successfully in their groups.

Face-to-face interaction •• Monitor group members’ use of resources and level of challenge and feedback.

•• Monitor and scaffold interactions and collaboration, especially for students in elementary grades.

Group processing •• Allow time for groups to reflect on their functioning so students do not assume that speed and 

finishing early are more important than meaningful learning.

•• Have students identify what was helpful and unhelpful in their interactions.

•• Use information about group processing to make decisions about what to change for the next 

task or what changes to make in group placements.

SOURCES: Johnson & Johnson, 1986, 1990; McCaslin & Good, 1996.
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