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 Gordon Wells’ article, ‘Semiotic mediation, dialogue, and the construction of 
knowledge’ (this issue), offers an insightful review and synthesis of work centering 
around a dichotomy between monologic and dialogic meaning making. He inte-
grates a number of disparate ideas from psychology, semiotics, linguistics, and soci-
ology to argue that semiotic mediation – the use of ‘signs’ in dialogue with self and 
others – underlies all human learning and reasoning. Briefly, Wells’ position encom-
passes four related claims:

  (1) language acquisition and language use in interaction with others are forms 
of mediation (akin to tool use);

  (2) dialogue itself is a form of semiotic mediation that undergirds the learning 
and thinking of individuals, groups, and cultures at large;

  (3) signs, interactions, and socialization (all forms of semiotic mediation) can 
be more or less ‘dialogic;’

  (4) in the process of language acquisition, children acquire their culture’s im-
plicit sign system. As signs are internalized, so is the ‘dialogicality’ or meaning-mak-
ing stance of the home culture internalized. In this way, children from different cul-
tures, different social classes, or different school environments take on more than 
language; they take on different values or ‘meaning potentials’ and expectations re-
lating to making meaning in dialogue with others or in thinking on one’s own.

  In the end, Wells emphasizes the significance of these claims for education, and 
calls for ‘dialogue in all educational settings in order to enable learners of all ages to 
construct knowledge together’ (this issue).

  This leads to an interesting puzzle. Classrooms are full of discourse and dia-
logue: the back-and-forth between teachers and students, formal and informal talk, 
in small and large groups, one-on-one conferences, and written text to an audience. 
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In this trivial sense, there is dialogue happening nearly all the time. But are all of 
these activities the kind of dialogic discourse that supports learning and thinking? 
Wells suggests that some kinds of talk, some kinds of discourse, are more ‘dialogic’ 
than others – that is, more indicative of a ‘dialogic stance.’ It is this notion of a dia-
logic stance that supports school learning that we will explore in our commentary.

  In order to explicate the differences between monologic and dialogic discourse, 
Wells deploys three distinct binary oppositions ( table 1 ).

  On the basis of these dichotomies, Wells argues that both monologic and dia-
logic forms of text or talk are valuable – at the level of the individual, the social group, 
and society at large. ‘Education requires both monologic and dialogic interaction 
between and among the members of successive generations’ (this issue). This is an 
important message for those in education, where direct instruction or unidirection-
al transmission of knowledge is often pitted against open-ended, student-centered 
inquiry, and the two are viewed as mutually exclusive.

  In this paper, however, Wells primarily focuses on how dialogic discourse offers 
opportunities for learning of a kind not generally supported by monologic discourse. 
He reports on some of his work with teachers that aimed to increase the frequency 
and depth of dialogic discourse in classrooms, and finds that it is often not easy for 
teachers to increase their use of ‘dialogic’ discourse. As Wells notes, the reasons for 
slow progress are not always evident.

  We join Wells in his conviction that teachers are critical partners in the study 
of semiotic mediation within education. Our work on classroom discourse over the 
last 15 years has been conducted in close collaboration with teachers who have taught 
us a great deal about this topic. In the rest of this commentary, we would like to pro-
pose a few points that may help advance Wells’ agenda (with which we largely agree). 
These comments may also be useful in clarifying his results, and in shaping further 
research in this important area.

  A Terminological and Conceptual Clarification 

 Before we begin, we need to make a distinction that is often lost in writing on 
dialogic and monologic discourse. We have found that a persistent ambiguity under-
lies the use of these terms. The first terminological sense is associated with what we 

Table 1. Two functions of discourse: monologic and dialogic

Monologic Dialogic

Bahktin
[1986]

Utterance as ‘authoritative’ (meaning is 
fixed)

Utterance as ‘internally persuasive’ 
(meaning is negotiable)

Lotman
[1988]

Text as transmission or ‘monologic’ 
device (function: creates common 
memory for group)

Text as ‘thinking device’ (function: 
generates new meanings)

Tomasello
[1999]

Cultural practices function as social 
transmission (ratchet effect, so cultural 
learning is maintained)

Cultural practices function to 
support creative invention
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will call the  ideological stance  of discourse, a sense we will indicate by initial capital 
letters. In this usage, Monologic discourse is usually associated with fixed transmis-
sion of unchanging ideas and status inequalities. Dialogic discourse connotes social 
relationships of equal status, intellectual openness, and possibilities for critique and 
creative thought.

  Ideological stance is sometimes tacitly equated with linguistic and interaction-
al form: Monologic discourse is lecture-like, Dialogic discourse is prototypically re-
alized as discussion. We think that much can be accomplished by instead isolating a 
second sense of the terms ‘monologic’ and ‘dialogic’ – a sense in which the opposi-
tion is specified structurally, both linguistically and interactionally. 1 

  It is not difficult to find examples where the two senses are not isomorphic: a for-
mal lecture, with one person speaking and no direct questions, is interactionally and 
linguistically positioned at the monologic end of the continuum. However, ideologi-
cally, it may be couched within a setting in which groups of listeners may question, 
challenge, and eventually respond, rendering the lecture part of an activity system that 
is inherently Dialogic in its ideological stance. Conversely, it is easy to find examples 
of ‘dialogue,’ where a teacher asks a question, a student responds, and the teacher fol-
lows up, that are nevertheless inherently Monologic in terms of the teacher’s stance.

  In the comments that follow, we will focus largely on the second sense of these 
terms – the ‘structural’ sense in which classroom discourse is linguistically and in-
teractionally configured to support the kind of inquiry learning Wells advocates. We 
think that this focus is perhaps the most productive if the goal is to understand how 
learning plays out in the course of classroom talk and interaction. It is easy to claim 
an ideological affinity with Dialogic discourse, but it is more difficult to understand 
how to enact this stance in one’s classroom talk and interaction.

  Before we address Wells’ arguments, we need to add one more fairly obvious set 
of dimensions. When we apply our two-way distinction of  ideological stance  versus 
 discourse structure  to actual classroom examples, we can see that there are two other 
relevant dimensions, analytically separable but strongly correlated with ideological 
stance. These are, roughly speaking,  power  and the  locus of knowledge.  In order to be 
maximally clear about the differences between ideological stance and discourse 
structure, we need to isolate and label these independent dimensions.

  Consider again the example of the lecture form: when performed by a teacher, 
who is institutionally the most powerful person in the class, it is obviously more Mo-
nologic than it might be if performed by a student giving a presentation. The form 
may be the same, but the power dimension makes a difference in the perceived ‘Mo-
nologicality’ of the speech event. Why does greater power correlate with more Mono-
logic discourse? If Monologic discourse is less open to challenge, less open to change, 
more ‘authoritative,’ then of course, the power and social status of the speaker will 
contribute to its overall perceived value on the continuum of ideological stance.

  A speaker’s knowledge, or lack thereof, is another obvious contributor to the 
nature of the discourse. Generally speaking, the teacher is the repository of knowl-

  1 
    Some readers will be reminded of Jim Gee’s [1990, 1999] distinction between ‘big D’ Discourse 

as sociocultural identity categorizations, versus ‘small d’ discourse as connected spoken or written text. 
In these terms, there is a ‘big D’ Monologic/Dialogic continuum of stance and a ‘small d’ monologic/
dialogic continuum of form. 
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edge and intellectual authority in the classroom. However, this is not logically nec-
essary: we can imagine a student who knows more about some topic than the teach-
er. We can also imagine a teacher who completely commands the knowledge under 
discussion, but who has designed the interaction to obscure that fact, so that stu-
dents will take a more ‘inquiry-based’ approach to the topic and work to generate 
their own evidence and reasoning. Thus we can see that the status of the knowledge 
being introduced is orthogonal to the power dimension. Furthermore, while par-
ticular values of power and knowledge may be highly correlated in the classroom, 
and may be strongly associated with one stance or another, a teacher may maintain 
a Dialogic stance even when he or she is the central locus of power and knowledge. 
We think that keeping in mind the existence and independence of these dimen-
sions may bring clarity to discussions of  monologic  and  dialogic  discourse in educa-
tion.

  When we take these dimensions into consideration, we can see that it is impor-
tant to describe the form of an utterance or a sequence of turns, the role of its speak-
er, and the nature of the knowledge, as well as the ideological commitments Wells 
asserts when he talks about the ‘need for educators to adopt a dialogic stance’
(this issue). In what follows we will show that these distinctions allow us (a) to shed 
light on a ‘conundrum’ in Wells’ results, i.e., that monologic forms persist in spite of 
teachers’ efforts to promote dialogic discourse; (b) to suggest an approach to the 
analysis of classroom discourse that might avoid confounding these dimensions, and 
(c) to understand some of the complexities of social class differences in discursive 
patterns described in the work by Hasan [2002] that Wells interprets in terms of his 
binary distinction.

  The Conundrum of Form and Ideological Stance 

 Wells has been working for many years with teachers who want to promote a 
classroom community of learning that fosters inquiry. He is committed to exploring 
the effects of an ‘inquiry stance’ on classroom discourse. Wells grapples with the co-
nundrum that seemingly monologic forms persist even after teachers have been 
working to promote inquiry and adopt a dialogic stance in their teaching. He finds 
that as teachers grow increasingly committed to a ‘dialogic stance’ (our Dialogic 
stance), they use different proportions of certain types of utterances. But Wells is 
puzzled to find that as teachers increased in their ‘dialogic stance,’ they nevertheless 
continued in many transcripts to use ‘known-information questions’ (this issue). In 
Wells’ coding system, known-information questions are apparently indicators of a 
Monologic stance.

  On the other hand, Wells coded ‘negotiatory questions’ as indicators of Dia-
logicality. He and his teacher-researcher colleagues were surprised to find that while 
negotiatory questions did increase over time, the teachers still ‘retained overall con-
trol of the discussion’ (this issue), while the general organizational pattern continued 
to be that of triadic dialogue, with its familiar teacher initiation-student response-
teacher follow-up (IRF) structure.

  Wells reports he and his teacher colleagues were puzzled by the fact that some 
transcripts ‘felt’ dialogic, even though the discourse was primarily of the triadic IRF 
structure. He states that a closer look at the transcripts showed him that at least some 
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of these IRF sequences were in service of an overall Dialogic stance, although they 
appeared closed and non-negotiatory.

  We have encountered many similar interchanges in our own classroom tran-
scripts, and are convinced that the key to understanding the Dialogic potential of an 
interaction lies in a close consideration of its structural dialogicality at the level of 
utterances and utterance sequences, viewed within the larger context of norms and 
practices in the classroom.

  To demonstrate this, let’s consider one of Wells’ coding categories, ‘known-an-
swer questions.’ This code cross-cuts the ideological and structural levels we de-
scribe above. Coding a teacher question as ‘known-answer question’ and using it to 
detect a lack of Dialogic stance mistakes a common correlation for a necessary con-
stitutive relationship. The known-answer nature of the question is not a necessary 
sign of Monologic status. Only in the context of its sequential positioning and lin-
guistic details can we attempt to judge its Dialogic potential.

  To see this, consider a teacher-produced known-answer question such as ‘Is 24 
odd or even?’ The question may constitute the beginning of a superbly Dialogic in-
teraction or may be part of a closed and Monologic IRF sequence. In the example 
below, excerpted from a constructed dialogue based on similar classroom transcripts 
[Chapin, O’Connor, & Anderson, 2003], the teacher uses just such a question as the 
beginning of an inquiry sequence.

  The day before, this third-grade class had been told the procedural approach to 
even numbers – that any number that can be divided by 2 with no remainder is even. 
Yet the teacher knows that not all students will have understood this deeply, even 
though they have been told. She is trying to foster an inquiry approach to deepen 
their understanding of this concept.

  (1) Ms. Davies: Paulo, is 24 even or odd?
  (2) Paulo: Well, if we could use 3, then it could go into that, but 3 is odd. So then if 

it was … but … 3 is even. I mean odd. So then if it’s odd, it’s not even.
  (3) Ms. Davies: OK, so let me see if I understand. So you’re saying that 24 is an odd num-

ber?
  (4) Paulo: Yeah, because 3 goes into it. Because 24 divided by 3 is 8.
  (5) Ms. Davies: Can anyone repeat what Paulo just said in their own words? Cyndy?
  (6) Cyndy: Um, I think I can. I think he said that 24 is odd because it can be divided 

by 3 with no remainder.
  (7) Ms. Davies: Is that right? Is that what you said, Paulo?
  (8) Paulo: Yes.
  (9) Ms. Davies: Miranda, do you agree or disagree with what Paulo just said?
  (10) Miranda: Well, I sort of like … I disagree?
  (11) Ms. Davies: Can you tell us why? What’s your reasoning?
  (12) Miranda:  Because I thought we said yesterday that you can divide even numbers 

by 2. And you can divide 24 by 2, and it’s 12. So isn’t that even?
  (13) Ms. Davies:  OK, so we have two ideas going here. Paulo, you’re saying that 24 is odd 

because you can divide it by 3 with no remainder, right?
  (14) Paulo: Yes.
  (15) Ms. Davies: And Miranda, you’re saying it’s even because you can divide by 2 with no 

remainder, right?
  (16) Miranda: Yeah.
  (17) Ms. Davies: OK, so how can we make progress here? Who else can add on and shed 

some light here?
  The discussion continues …
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  This dialogue ‘feels’ Dialogic. Yet the teacher starts out with a known-answer 
question (in fact, not just an answer known by the teacher, but an answer ostensibly 
known by the students as well). At first glance, the discourse even appears to be in 
the form of ‘recitation,’ the familiar tripartite form of classroom talk originally re-
ferred to as IRE (initiation-response-evaluation). Wells designates this as an IRF pat-
tern, whose third slot, ‘follow-up,’ may be either an evaluation or a more open re-
sponse of some other kind.

  In the IRE/IRF talk format, teacher-student turn-taking occurs, but the interac-
tion appears superficially to be Monologic. It typically has the characteristics of au-
thoritative text: there is an answer the teacher is looking for, and the content is to be 
taken as is, not challenged. The teacher asks a known-answer question (initiation), 
the student provides an answer (response), and the teacher indicates in some way or 
other whether that answer is correct (evaluation/follow-up). If correct, the teacher 
moves on and elicits the next piece of ‘shared’ or ‘authoritative’ information. Lemke 
[1990] characterized the IRE format as a teacher lecture enacted in the form of a 
teacher-student dialogue.

  An example of an IRE exchange appears in one of the transcripts Wells provides, 
during a segment of the lesson where the teacher is recapping ideas from a previous 
lesson:

  Teacher: What are the two bending [mirrors] called? … something that begins with C.
  Sheila: Concave and convex. 
  Teacher: Good. OK.

  Wells notes that as the teachers in the group increased their commitment to in-
quiry, IRE/IRF patterns declined somewhat, and yet persisted. In pursuing this per-
sistence, he notes that IRE talk occurred in particular places and at particular times, 
for particular purposes (such as when a new concept was being introduced or when 
a teacher was reviewing or recapping previously agreed-to ideas, or checking to see 
what students understood). In these cases, Wells notes that instead of evaluating stu-
dent contributions (as in the standard IRE format), the teachers did other things, e.g., 
they would ‘summarize one or more preceding contributions in order to provide fo-
cus for the ensuing discussion’ (this issue).

  Interestingly, the kinds of things Wells observes his teachers doing instead of eval-
uating their students’ contributions sound much like the ‘revoicing’ move we have iden-
tified in many successful teacher-guided whole-group discussions [O’Connor & Mi-
chaels, 1993, 1996]. In our formulation of a revoicing move, the teacher often initiates 
with a question, the student responds, but then in the follow-up, rather than evaluating 
the contribution as right or wrong, the teacher does something that is interestingly dif-
ferent. The ‘revoicing’ move is exemplified in the Ms. Davies example, in turn 3.

  (3) Ms. Davies: OK, so let me see if I understand. So you’re saying that 24 is an odd 
 number?

  (It also occurs in turns 13 and 15.) In a revoicing move, after repeating or re-
phrasing some aspect of what the student said, the teacher always checks back with 
the student to see if her interpretation of the student’s utterance is what the student 
intended.
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  The IRE pattern and the revoicing sequence in turns 1–3 above look similar, but 
the revoicing move in turn 3 provides the crucial difference. The use of the discourse 
marker ‘so’ [Schiffrin, 1987], and the use of the question that follows (‘Are you say-
ing …?’), automatically opens up a  new  slot for the student to chime in, to agree with 
or disagree with the formulation of the student’s meaning that the teacher has put 
forward. Even if the student merely nods assent, there is a slot in the exchange that 
has been opened up for the student’s voice. Whereas the IRE is a three-part move, 
ended by the teacher’s evaluation, the revoicing move is a four-part move, with the 
student having the ultimate interpretive clout, the right to agree or disagree with the 
teacher’s formulation. And the marker of a warranted inference and the verb of 
speaking (‘so’ plus ‘you’re saying’) automatically credits the originating student with 
the reformulation. It is the student’s idea that is being formulated and made public, 
not the authoritative knowledge of the teacher.

  This example allows us to see that the dimensions we set out above – power, 
knowledge, dialogic form, and Dialogic stance – are in fact often correlated, but are 
not inextricably linked. Does the dialogic form of this utterance mean the teacher 
has enacted a Dialogic stance? In most cases, as above, it does, but this is not logi-
cally necessary. (Imagine an overbearing radio talk show host trying to silence a 
caller: ‘So you’re saying we should abandon the troops, is that what you’re saying?’)

  We think that just such structural differences may underlie Wells’ observation 
about the ‘dialogic feeling’ of some sequences that appear superficially to have a 
recitation-like format. Examples of this revoicing move occur in the open-ended dis-
cussion that Wells cites, in his transcript segments 46, 49, and 50 (when the students 
are formulating their own ideas about passenger side mirrors on cars, and reasoning 
about concave and convex mirrors). Examining in detail how language is used in 
classroom exchanges may help to explain why one exchange might be considered 
more Dialogic and one more Monologic.

  Wells talks about the way dialogue as a semiotic tool ‘positions’ participants. 
Note that the IRE exchange positions the teacher and student on unequal footing 
with respect to one another and with respect to knowledge: the teacher knows the 
answer and is the authority in charge while the student is the learner/novice; the 
teacher has the positional right to evaluate the correctness of the idea. In the revoic-
ing move above, the student is positioned as a thinker or theorizer, the holder of a 
noteworthy idea, theory, or explanation, when the teacher says: ‘So, let me see if I’ve 
got your theory right … Are you saying …?’ Moreover, the teacher and student are 
positioned, momentarily, on equal footing, in co-constructing and jointly explicat-
ing an idea. Because of the use of indirect speech (‘you’re saying …’), the teacher and 
the student are both ‘doing the speaking.’ The student, in the fourth slot, is given the 
right to judge the teacher’s formulation, rather than the other way around.

  The IRE and the Initiation-Response-Revoicing sequence appear similar struc-
turally, yet the revoicing move entails a collaborative effort at building and explicat-
ing a complex idea, rather than a one-way transmission of the teacher’s authoritative 
knowledge. And to the extent that these exchanges enact ‘status’ or ‘positions’ with 
respect to participants or knowledge, these two kinds of exchanges are quite differ-
ent in their socializing potential.

  The linguistic form of these moves has interactional and cognitive consequenc-
es. Understanding these consequences helps us understand how students are social-
ized to think and talk in school and why certain talk formats and talk moves support 
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academically productive reasoning and the building and weighing of arguments, 
while other kinds of talk support the transmission, or checking, or recapping of au-
thoritative information. That is, paying closer attention to the small-d notion of dia-
logic talk is helpful in understanding why some forms of talk embody a Dialogic 
stance.

  Interpreting the ‘Socializing Potential’ of Utterances in Isolation 

 The notion of ‘socializing potential’ raises one last interesting issue addressed 
in the Wells article – the different ways that families participate in dialogue, and the 
kind of socialization or meaning potential this creates in preparing children for 
school.

  Sociologists and sociolinguists have documented differences in the ways that par-
ents engage their young children in dialogue at home, and many have noted the ex-
plicit versus implicit nature of information exchange or support for reasoning. Wells 
cites the early work of Basil Bernstein [1975] on elaborated versus restricted codes:

  [Bernstein] theorized that, although all had access to the same language, adults of differ-
ent social classes tended to adopt characteristically different ways of using language – dif-
ferent ‘orientations to meaning’ – according to their involvement in material and sym-
bolic production, either as laborers, directors or creators; these differences would then 
carry over to the ways in which they talked with their children, thereby differentially pre-
paring the children for the ways in which they would be expected to use language in the 
context of formal education. (this issue)

  Wells links these ideas to Hasan’s [2002] work on visible versus invisible media-
tion, which Wells sees as an empirical test of Bernstein’s theory:

  [Hasan] compared the ways in which Australian middle- and working-class mothers
talked with their preschool-aged children in the course of their everyday activities. As 
Bernstein had predicted, she found systematic differences, which, she suggested, would be 
consequential in the context of the children’s subsequent formal education. To theorize 
the connection, she proposed a distinction between two modes of semiotic mediation that 
she observed in her data. The first and most pervasive she termed ‘invisible.’ This mode of 
mediation typically occurred on the fly, in the course of some other activity, and the se-
quences of talk were so brief and apparently insignificant that they hardly merited being 
called discussions. Yet, as she explained, because of their frequency and the different se-
miotic orientations they may enact, they are critical in establishing what she calls chil-
dren’s ‘mental dispositions.’ (this issue)

  What are the links between elaborated and restricted codes, visible and invisible 
mediation, and Wells’ notions of monologic and dialogic discourse in the develop-
ment of knowledge? Because Wells associates Hasan’s notions of visible and invisible 
mediation with opportunities for and predispositions toward reflection and reason-
ing, and because educators often cite ‘class-based language experience’ as explana-
tions for why poor children do less well in school, we think Hasan’s distinction bears 
closer scrutiny.

  Let’s take another look at an example of what Hasan [2002] calls ‘invisible’ me-
diation:
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  Mother: Put it up on the stove and leave it there.
  Karen: Why?
  Mother: Cause.
  Karen: That’s where it goes?
  Mother:  Yeah. 
  (p. 113)

  Wells contrasts this with an example of a more expanded dialogue between a 
mother and a preschooler, one that resembles more closely Hasan’s [2002] definition 
of ‘visible’ mediation. In this exchange, a mother and her 4-year-old daughter are 
talking about their neighbors’ impending move:

  Mother: Did you know that they are going to leave?
  Kristy: No.
  Mother: They’ve been building a house.
  Kristy: Mm.
  Mother: Oh they haven’t been building it, somebody else has been building it for them, 

and it’s nearly finished, and they’re going to move to their house in May.
  Kristy: Why in May?
  Mother: They’re going to wait until the end of the school term.
  Kristy: Mm.
  Mother: Because Cathy goes to school now, and then she will change to her new school 

after the holidays.
  Kristy: Mm.
  Mother: If they’d moved earlier she’d only go to the new school for a week or two, and 

then they’d have holidays, you see, it would mess it up a bit for her. 
  (p. 118)

  Wells notes that, while both children ask ‘why’ in these two dialogues, different 
semiotic orientations are enacted in the way their mothers respond. Examples of this 
kind are often adduced to suggest stark contrasts between middle-class and work-
ing-class patterns of interaction. And although never explicitly stated, given that 
Wells’ article is on monologic versus dialogic discourse, it makes sense that we would 
see the first example (where the mother simply says ‘because’ in response to the 
child’s ‘why?’) as an example of a Monologic or authoritative or transmission mode, 
where the child is subtly being told NOT to question or challenge, and is not pro-
vided a model of highly explicated reasons. In contrast, the second example looks 
like a Dialogic mode of interaction, where the child’s why questions receive highly 
elaborated and explicated answers, and the child is presumably being socialized into 
a ‘deliberative’ culture, where reflection and questioning and seeking explicated rea-
sons is encouraged.

  Why do we automatically ‘read’ these two examples this way? On closer exami-
nation, one could argue that the first example is socializing the child to be an inde-
pendent thinker, a child who is expected to be an active inferencer and reader of 
others’ motives. The mother might be seen as implicitly cuing the child to think and 
figure things out by herself. She might be saying, ‘you don’t have to be spoon fed; 
you’re smart and alert and can read between the lines.’ Interestingly, the child re-
sponds to the mother’s ‘because’ by completing her thought: ‘That’s where it goes?’ 
She is checking with the mother, ‘Is this what I was supposed to infer? Did I get it 
right?’ The mother indicates that the child got it.
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  What might telegraph to us that this is a socializing episode, inducting a young 
child into culturally valued reasoning practices, is that the child is not yet fully ex-
pert at reading others’ motives, and has the right to check. One might indeed look at 
this exchange as a subtle but highly Dialogic exchange – where the child is being 
guided to use others’ actions and words as ‘thinking devices’ from which to generate 
meaning for themselves. The exchange is quite implicit in its mode of instruction, 
and perhaps that is why Hasan calls it ‘invisible.’ It does not entail any elaborated 
explanation ‘in so many words.’ But there is evidence of high expectations for rea-
soning (‘you can figure this out’), and evidence of scaffolded support for culturally 
valued recognition, reflection, and reasoning going on. 

 In a similar vein, one might well consider the second example (about the neigh-
bors’ impending relocation) to be a case of highly Monologic information exchange. 
The child asks the mother ‘why’ and receives something of a lecture. The child takes 
it (saying ‘mmm … mmm’), without any evidence of thinking, challenge, or inferenc-
ing. It might well be looked at as socializing a child to ‘take’ authoritative explanations 
on faith. The mother provides explicit and elaborated reasons, but does not scaffold 
or encourage the child to reason, to figure things out for herself, or use others’ words 
as a thinking device. This kind of recurring exchange might well prepare a student to 
take information from the teacher or from the textbook and spit back explanations 
that do not reflect any deeper sense-making (‘It’s because a vacuum sucked the water 
up the straw.’ ‘Because the earth is tilted on its axis.’ ‘Oh, it’s because y = mx + b.’).

  Conclusion 

 We end with two cautions. The first concerns the difficulty of interpreting the 
full meaning and socializing potential of exchanges or utterances, especially when 
they are different from our own. The second relates to the easy trap of binary oppo-
sitions and our tendency to totalize individuals or groups as fitting into one or the 
other (Lévi-Strauss would say we cannot help it, that is just the way humans think). 
Where our binary oppositions might have implications for how we evaluate students 
(or teachers), we need to check and double-check to see why we are reading examples 
in the ways we do (asking whose interests these particular readings serve). One of 
the most important contributions of the Wells article is that it highlights the vari-
ability within individuals and cultures. He knows well that educators are quick to 
leap at binary oppositions that treat contrasts such as explicit and implicit or dia-
logic and monologic as aligned with high performing and low performing, or good 
and not-so-good, smart and not-so-smart, and to assign one of these poles of the di-
chotomy to one group or another.

  We agree with Wells that both stances – Monologic and Dialogic – and both 
types of discourse – monologic and dialogic – have their value in education. But as 
Wells and others [Cazden, 2001] have noted, recitation and the IRE is the default 
pattern of classroom talk unless steps are taken to change this pattern. If we are seri-
ous about supporting students to go beyond the given, to challenge the arguments of 
others with evidence, to generate novel interpretations or analyses, they need exten-
sive practice in doing this kind of intellectual work. Students need guidance in build-
ing and weighing arguments with warranted evidence, which requires that they 
clearly explicate their reasoning so that others can understand and build upon or 
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critique their ideas. It is for this reason that we and Wells emphasize the importance 
of increasing the use of Dialogic practices in classrooms.

  However, as a field, we are still far from knowing how best to characterize the 
critical elements of Dialogic practices. Different kinds of tasks promote these prac-
tices, such as questions or problems where there is no simple correct answer but mul-
tiple reasonable interpretations or solution paths which can be argued for. Particular 
talk moves (such as revoicing or ‘Who can repeat what X just said?’) support them, 
in the context of a rich task. And it may well be that the most powerful and effective 
kinds of inquiry have the teacher firmly in charge, but committed to certain kinds 
of moves and structures that will create opportunities for students to reason and ar-
gue with evidence. Coding transcripts for, or orienting teachers to, particular forms 
of talk  in isolation  (such as known-answer questions or follow-up evaluative com-
ments) is likely  not  the best ‘unit’ of discourse to attend to. It confounds the big-D 
and little-d level of dialogue. We must find better ways to talk about the linkages 
between task, talk, role, and the nature of knowledge (whether it can be generated 
from within the student or is conventional and must come from the outside), and 
develop analytic schemes that better represent these linkages.

  Wells is right – more research is needed. But his article is likely to promote a 
great deal of productive Dialogue among teachers and researchers in the field. In 
Lotman’s [1988] terms, ‘it is a wonderful device for the rest of us to think with.’ 
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