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(Saunders & Goldenberg, 1992; Tharp & Gallimore, 1988). These findings have primarily 
come from research with culturally diverse populations, as the instructional conversations 
method was initially developed and used with native Hawaiian children in grades K-3 in 
urban Honolulu and was later adapted for use with Latino students in Los Angeles, California 
(Au, 1979; Goldenberg, 1987). Although research results are promising, more empirical 
support for this approach is needed (Gallimore & Goldenberg, 1992). The effectiveness of 
instructional conversations with other grade levels and other student populations has yet to be 
tested. Another potential obstacle to the widespread adoption of this method is that effective 
implementation requires one year of teacher training (Moll, 2001).

RECIPROCAL QUESTIONING
Reciprocal questioning, which is a method of reinforcing new concepts, information, or proce-
dures that students have learned in class, encourages structured conversations among students. 
Because each student’s understanding of new material may differ from that of others, the social 
negotiation of conflicting perspectives can lead to a restructuring of knowledge (Bearison, 1982; 
Glachan & Light, 1982).

For example, after high school students participate in a history lesson on the consequences 
of the Missouri Compromise of 1820, they would independently generate two or three ques-
tions using question stems, shown in Table 18.3, and then take turns in cooperative groups 
asking and answering each other’s questions. This approach is called reciprocal because students 
help each other achieve an understanding of material.

TABLE 18.2	 Components of Instructional Conversations

INSTRUCTIONAL ELEMENTS HOW TO IMPLEMENT
  1.	 Thematic focus •• Select a theme or idea as a starting point for focusing the discussion.

•• Make a general plan for how the theme will unfold.

  2.	 Activation and use of 
background knowledge

•• Provide students with necessary background knowledge for understanding the text 
by weaving the knowledge into the discussions.

  3.	 Direct teaching •• When necessary, teach a skill or concept directly.

  4.	 Promotion of more complex 
language and expression

•• Elicit more complex language by asking students to expand on their thoughts, 
questioning them, and restating their contributions using more complex grammar 
and vocabulary.

  5.	 Promotion of bases for 
statements or positions

•• Encourage students to use text, pictures, and reasoning to support an argument  
or a position.

•• Probe for the bases of students’ statements (e.g., ask “How do you know?”).

  6.	 Fewer “known-answer” 
questions

•• Focus on questions for which there might be more than one correct answer.

  7.	 Responsiveness to student 
contributions

•• Be responsive to students’ statements and the opportunities they provide for further 
discussion, while maintaining the focus and coherence of the discussion and the 
initial plan for the discussion.

  8.	 Connected discourse •• Be sure the discussion involves interaction and turn taking so that succeeding 
contributions build on and extend previous ones.

  9.	 A challenging but 
nonthreatening atmosphere

•• Create an open, supportive environment that challenges students to negotiate and 
construct the meaning of the text.

10.	 General participation •• Encourage students to volunteer to speak or to influence the selection of speaking 
turns rather than directly determining who speaks.

SOURCE: Adapted from Goldenberg, 1992/1993.


