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Dialogic Inquiry: Towards a Sociocultural Practice
and Theory of Education

For more than a quarter of a century, the polemics surrounding
educational reform have centered on two points of view: those
who favor a “progressive” child-centered form of education, and
those who would prefer a return to a more structured, teacher-
directed curriculum, which emphasizes basic knowledge and skills.
Lev Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory offers an alternative solution,
placing stress on dialogue and co-construction of knowledge. His
theory of a collaborative community between teacher and stu-
dent helps to resolve the conflict between traditional teaching and
unstructured learning.

Dialogic Inquiry provides an extended analysis of the crucial
Vygotskian concept of the zone of proximal development, and it
documents how the author collaborated with teachers in mutually
supportive ways. In addition, Dr. Wells provides a unique compara-
tive analysis of the theories of Vygotsky and those of the linguist
M. A. K. Halliday. The former’ influence has been widely docu-
mented, but the latter’s influence on the educational discourse lite-
rature has not been given its due. The author’s analysis will bring
new (and deserved) attention to Halliday’s insights and their rele-
vance to sociocultural theories of education.

Using illustrative examples from classroom studies, Dialogic
Inquiry will be of tremendous benefit to educators, as well as to
researchers in sociolinguistics and psychology,

Gordon Wells is a professor in the Department of Curriculum,
Teaching and Learning and the Center for Teacher Development
at the Ontario Institute for Studies in Education of the University
of Toronto. He is the author of Language at Home and at School and
The Meaning Makers.
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Conventions of Transcription

Layout Turns are numbered consecutively. Within turns, each
new utterance starts on a new line. 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, e.g., “Yes ... I
did”

?! These punctuation marks are used to mark utterances that
are judged to have an interrogative or exclamatory
intention.

CAPS Capitals are use for words spoken with emphasis, e.g. “I
really LOVE painting”

<> Angle brackets enclose segments about which the

transcriber was uncertain.

Passages that were insufficiently clear to transcribe are

shown with asterisks, 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.

“on

0 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
behavior.

XIiX



xxii Introduction

Lest this should immediately alienate those who believe that education
should be about equipping students with the knowledge and skills that
are culturally valued, I should make it clear immediately that I am also in
agreement with that goal. But how students are educated is as important
as what they are expected to learn, and it is on the “how” that I want to
focus in this book.

In arriving at my present understanding about learning and teaching, I
have been strongly influenced by Vygotsky's theory of learning and devel-
opment. Indeed, my original intention was to title this book “Thinking
with Vygotsky,” in order to emphasize how I have used his ideas to shape
my own. However, that title would have failed to recognize the equally
important influence of others, whose contributions I shall refer to below.
Nevertheless, I believe that Vygotsky has been the most influential.

For more than a quarter of a century, educational reform efforts have
been locked in a sterile argument between those who advocate a “progres-
sive,” child-centred form of education and those who argue for a return
to a more structured, teacher-directed curriculum that emphasizes basic
knowledge and skills. However, with its recognition that cultural continu-
ity and individual creativity are complementary and interdependent facets
of all activity, and hence of the developmental learning trajectories of those
who participate in them, Vygotsky’s social constructivist theory offers a
way out of this impasse. In the place of traditional transmissional teach-
ing on the one hand and unstructured discovery learning on the other,
his theory places the emphasis on the co-construction of knowledge by
more mature and less mature participants engaging in activity together.
It also focuses on semiotic mediation as the primary means whereby the
less mature are assisted to appropriate the culture’s existing resources and
guided as they use and transform them for the solution of the problems
that they consider important. In the place of competitive individualism,
his theory proposes a collaborative community in which, with the teacher
as leader, all participants learn with and from each other as they engage
together in dialogic inquiry.

This form of dialogic inquiry is also what distinguishes contemporary
efforts to realize a vision of education based on Vygotsky’s ideas. In his
brief working life, he did not himself put forward a fully articulated the-
ory of education and, even if he had, his theory would not have been
entirely relevant to the very different world in which we live today. The
appeal to Vygotskyian theory, therefore, is not an attempt to revive a revo-
lutionary, but outmoded, pedagogy; rather, his theory provides the point
of departure for an ongoing inquiry by educators from many countries,
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Fames, age 5, comes into the kitchen just as his mother has taken some cakes out
of the oven. There is a loud, metallic “Crack.”

Fames: Who did that?

Mother: 1 expect it was that tin contracting

Fames: Which tin?

Mother: The one with your pastry in

Fames: Why did it make that noise?

Motber: Well, when it was in the oven, it got very hot and stretched a

bit . I've just taken it out of the oven, and it’s cooling down very

quickly, you see, and that noise happens when it gets smaller again and

goes back to its ordinary shape

Fames: Oh! was it a different shape in the oven?

Mother: Not very different . just a little bigger

Fames: Naughty little tin . you might get smacked - if you do it again
(Wells, 1986, p. 59)

My central argument in this book is that education should be conducted
as a dialogue about matters that are of interest and concern to the partic-
ipants. This is how children learn about the world as they simultaneously
learn to talk before they go to school; the above is just one of many spon-
taneously occurring examples of learning and teaching in the home that
were captured on tape in my earlier study of first language development
(Wells, 1985, 1986). Surely we should enable children to build on that
firm foundation by encouraging their desire to understand and their will-
ingness to observe and experiment, and to read, write, and talk with others
about what interests them.
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as they bring his seminal ideas on learning and development to beax: in
constructing solutions to the contemporary problems of public education
in their different societies. As Vygotsky might have put it, his theory is
not a solution, but a powerful tool for mediating further understanding
and action.

A second important influence has been that of Halliday, whose func-
tional approach to language has provided support for my conviction that
the explanation of language development is to be found in the study of
conversational interaction. Like Vygotsky, he also believes that intellec-
tual development is essentially a process of making meaning with others;
so, although the setting of the classroom is different in many respects
from that of the home, he too argues for the central role of discourse
at all levels of education. However, where Vygotsky, as a psychologist,
focused on the role of language in the construction of the “higher men-
tal functions,” Halliday has been concerned with language in its social
uses and with the relationships between spoken and written texts and the
situations in which they are created and interpreted.

Nevertheless, despite their different orientations, I have always found
their ideas to be theoretically both compatible and complementary and,
in recent years, I have attempted to exploit this complementarity in order
to better investigate the discourse of learning and teaching in school. This
book is the first fruit of that attempt.

These have been my intellectual mentors. But equally important have
been the teachers and students with whom I have worked. I first learned
about the power of inquiry for energizing learning from a Grade 3 class
that I visited regularly more than a decade ago and, in that same class-
room, I also learned how inquiry can be equally rewarding for a teacher
who systematically investigates her or his own practice in an attempt to
improve it. And, as I quickly came to realize, the two forms of inquiry are
mutually supportive. That was my introduction to collaborative action
research, which has been the mode in which I have worked ever since
(Wells, 1994). At that time, however, there were few examples to serve as
models and no tradition of funding for this kind of research.

Then - as is still the case now — much of what was taken to be known
about learning and teaching in school classrooms was based on obser-
vational studies, usually large scale, carried out by visiting researchers,
who spent little time in individual classrooms. Such was the nature of my
own research in the Bristol study of Language at Home and at School
(Wells, 1985, 1986). Whatever the advantages of this approach from a
traditional methodological point of view, however, such studies have two
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serious limitations. First, what is observed is interpreted almost entirely
from the researcher’s perspective, which inevitably lacks an experiential
understanding of the history and local context of the classroom commu-
nities involved. As a result, each classroom tends to be described in terms
of generalized features rather than of what is specific to its individual
mode of functioning. Second, whether the purpose of the research is to
explain what is observed or to evaluate it against some notional ideal, the
emphasis is on describing the way things are. Furthermore, as these studies
are subsequently disseminated, their findings take on a normative status;
what was found to be characteristic of the more successful classrooms
becomes the ideal that should be reproduced in every case.

There is a second tradition of educational research, more oriented to
bringing about change, that is based on intervention studies. Here, an
attempt is made to introduce some new curriculum materials or an im-
proved approach to pedagogy or classroom management that has been
developed by “experts” outside the classroom. In this tradition, the em-
phasis is on making changes to what is in order to achieve what ought to
be the case — according to the beliefs and values of the originator of the
change. However, this is equally unsatisfactory. For although there is a
strong commitment to bringing about improvement, two essential ingre-
dients are missing: first, the grounding of change in the specific cultural
and historical context of the classrooms involved and, second, the active
participation of the individual teachers concerned in deciding what sort
of changes to make and how best to try to make them.

From my developing sociocultural perspective, therefore, neither of
these forms of research seemed to be appropriate. First, they fail to rec-
ognize that, to bring about change that leads to genuine development
of understanding for all concerned, educational research needs to be a
collaborative endeavor, involving classroom participants as well as uni-
versity researchers in situated inquiries that start from current practice.
And equally important, traditional approaches allow no place within the
research design for new ways of learning and teaching to emerge as teach-
ers, working with informed and supportive colleagues, explore what they
and their students might be able to achieve,

I'was extremely fortunate, therefore, thatin 1991, the Spencer Founda-
tion provided a generous grant to enable me to attempt a new approach to
carrying out research in classrooms. Rather than do research oz classroom
interaction, the results and implications of which I would then attempt
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to impress on teachers, the proposal was, instead, to do research with
teachers and students, with the aim that all of us should simultaneously
better understand and improve the activities of learning and teaching
and the part played by spoken and written discourse in these activities.
This is not the place to describe in detail how our project has changed
and developed, nor to present the results of our inquiries. However, it
is symptomatic that, part way through, the group decided to change its
name; since 1995, we have been the Developing Inquiring Communities
in Education Project (DICEP).! All the examples on which I draw in the
following chapters are taken from recordings made in the course of our
co-investigations and my understanding of the practicalities as well as the
potential of dialogic inquiry has come from the discussions I have had
with the teachers and students concerned.

On this basis, I believe, it is reasonable to claim that these chapters
are not simply academic theorizing. They are equally based on practical
inquiries carried out in collaboration with teachers who are attempting
to put the ideas of sociocultural theory to work in their classrooms in a
multicultural urban metropolis. I would emphasize, therefore, that if the
vision of education I present appears somewhat idealistic, it is nevertheless
an ideal that can be, and is being, achieved in practice.

Plan of the Book

The book is arranged into three parts. The first establishes the
theoretical framework, drawing particularly on the work of Vygotsky and
Halliday and on other writers in the fields of cultural historical activity the-
ory and linguistic interaction. The second part includes a number of class-
room investigations in which the concern is to understand the forms that
dialogic inquiry can take and the conditions that make this possible. In the
spirit of action research, these are not reports of findings from work com-
pleted, but essays towards improved acting with understanding. The final
part explores the significance of Vygotsky’s construct of the “zone of prox-
imal development” for learning and teaching through dialogic inquiry.

Part I: Establishing the Theoretical Framework

Vygotsky certainly recognized the key role of discourse in learn-
ing and teaching, as is clear, in particular, from his final work, Thinking



