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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 saciocultural 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's 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. “1
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.

&%

O 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.
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