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Instruction as Conversation 

Introduction: 

The Metaphors that Surround Us 

We use a metaphor every 10 to 25 words (Geary, 2011).  Their frequency suggests that 

metaphors are not just rhetorical or poetic frill (Brooks, 2011), but the very heart of our way of thinking, 

perhaps even “the primary source of all of our concepts” (Sfard, 1998, p. 4).  As C. S. Lewis puts it, "'[I]t is 

a serious mistake to think that metaphor is an optional thing which poets and orators may put into their 

work as a decoration and plain speakers can do without. The truth is that if we are going to talk at all 

about things which are not perceived by the senses, we are forced to use language metaphorically...all 

speech about supersensibles is, and must be, metaphorical in the highest degree'" (quoted in Juler, 

1990, p. 25).  

In the field of education, one critical “supersensible” which has received various metaphorical 

treatments is instruction.  The implication of the metaphor chosen for education is immense; as Anna 

Sfard argues in her article comparing the acquisition and participation metaphors of learning, “the 

choice of a metaphor is a highly consequential decision. Different metaphors may lead to different ways 

of thinking and to different activities" (Sfard, 1998, p. 5).  Many of the metaphors used to characterize 

the essence of instruction have pictured "some sort of one-way process such as the filling of a vessel, or 

the shaping of material, or as guiding someone on a journey" (Juler, 1990, p. 24; see also Sfard, 1998). In 

addition, Rupert Wegerif argues that another type of metaphor has overtaken the references to 

education, defining it as “a process of production and construction with many references to tools, 

scaffolding and the construction of knowledge, as if knowledge was some kind of object…” (Wegerif, 



2007, p. 3).  Instead of being entrenched in physical space, Wegerif argues, education actually takes 

place in “dialogic ‘virtual space’” (p. 7).   With more and more education occurring in dialogic virtual 

space, it is useful to seek out a metaphor that is mindful of this. 

Instruction as Conversation 

One metaphor with the potential to escape both the “one-way” and the physical space confines 

is the comparison between instruction and conversation. This metaphor has been used repeatedly, and 

its recurrence demonstrates the awareness that some of the best instructional methods do indeed 

reflect central qualities of natural conversation.  Immediately the conversation-instruction metaphor 

makes us aware of the importance of two or more engaged parties in instruction who listen, interpret, 

reflect and then respond to one another through conversations which (especially in blended and online 

learning) may not be limited to physical space or temporal synchronicity (Gibbons, 2010).   

However, the term conversation has been used too broadly to provide specificity for research or 

application, and the contours of the metaphor have remained vague.  Other related terms, such as 

dialogue, discourse, and interaction, have been used in overlapping ways, without clarification (see 

Moore, 1989, on the imprecise uses of terms such as interaction).  To add to the ambiguity, metaphors 

are by nature imprecise.  Two things are equivalent – kinda.  The compared objects will not be perfect 

matches, and thus it behooves scholars and educators alike to examine the metaphors that shape their 

fundamental assumptions, their research agendas, and their instructional activities.  Additionally, few 

words have had such high praise and such biting sarcasm heaped up on them as the word 

“conversation.”  The feminist Rebecca West was not the first to assert that “*t+here is no such thing as 

conversation. It is an illusion. There are intersecting monologues, that is all” (West, 1935, p. 67).  Yet it is 

also said (and repeated all over the internet) that “a single conversation across the table with a wise 

person is worth a month's study of books.”  If the concept of conversation is to prove a useful metaphor 

for instruction, we must determine which qualities of conversation give it the value and power of “a 



month’s study of books” – or at least of value as a learning activity.  We must define the term clearly, 

showing which characteristics of conversation can inform our instructional practices.  Otherwise the 

metaphor is useless. 

This article will argue that the essential areas of overlap (and thus metaphorical meaning) 

between instruction and conversation are agency, negotiation, and shared energy.  These three factors 

are essentials both to natural conversation and to instruction – they therefore define the contours ofand 

give power to the metaphor. This article will first define conversation, and then further flesh out each of 

these three essentials – agency, negotiation, and shared energy – as essentials in instructional 

conversations.  Then we will review existing theories of conversation, highlighting and synthesizing key 

components that relate to agency, negotiation, and shared energy.  Finally, since our conversation 

metaphor emphasizes the importance of dialogic and virtual space, this article will discuss these three 

essentials of instructional conversation in the context of online and blended learning settings.  

The Essentials to Instructional Conversation: A Framework 

Defining the Terminology 

Though many have written about conversation, very few have actually attempted to define the 

term succinctly or precisely.  As we stated above, it has also be used interchangeably with other terms 

such as dialogue, discourse, and interaction.  It is beyond the scope of this paper to fully flesh out all of 

these terms as they have been utilized in educational and instructional design literature.  However, we 

will make these clarifications.  First, conversation is not merely interaction.  Interaction is a broader 

category of exchanges.  Conversation implies a dominant verbal component, whereas interaction does 

not.  More importantly, interaction does not have to involve human agents only; according to Moore 

(1989), for example, one half of the learner-content interaction may be a didactic text (p. 2).  Thus one 

may interact with a computer program.  But one may not converse with it; conversation will be limited 



here to exchanges between agents, or in other words, between humans.  Wegerif (2007) explains this 

idea, using his preferred term “dialogue” where we might utilize “conversation”:  

Dialogues require relationships between people; systems require only relationships between 

things. Machines cannot fully participate in dialogues, anymore than more animals can, because 

they are not capable of the dialogic intersubjectivity required to see things from another's point 

of view. However, technology can resource and support dialogues to make them more effective 

and to expand their scope in various way. (p. 116)   

This “intersubjectivity” relates to the etymology of the word “converse” itself: the Latin conversor 

means to “abide or keep company with,” which traced even further refers to a furrow, or, literally, a 

turning of the plough, from vertere, to turn. In conversation, our conceptions and thinking are “turned 

about” by the human agents with whom we keep company, as we attempt to see the world from 

different perspectives.    The essentials of shared energy, agency, and even negotiation are all rooted in 

the humanness of participating parties to conversation.  

The distinction between dialogue and conversation is harder to draw.  The etymology of 

“dialogue” suggests a conversation limited to two (di-), though this has not been how the term has 

always been used.  Sometimes the choice has been based not on the words’ essential meanings, but on 

the uniqueness of one term over the other: Juler (1990) – in an article that uses “interaction” in its title – 

argues for using the term “discourse” instead of dialogue or conversation, finding the two latter terms 

too useful but too familiar.  Nicholas Burbules outlines four types of dialogue in teaching, and the type 

labeled “dialogue in conversation” is that which focuses on cooperation, tolerance of differing ideas, and 

mutual understanding (see Xin, 2002).  Indeed, “conversation” is generally portrayed as something more 

informal and less critical than discourse or dialogue.  Nevertheless, when there is no clear definitional 



distinction made in the literature between dialogue and conversation, this paper will draw on ideas from 

dialogue theory to flesh out the essentials to instructional conversation. 

Already we have noted that the very nature of conversations, which can take place in “dialogic 

virtual space,” frees us from requiring that instructional conversation take place in person.  Gibbons 

(inpress) acknowledges that the typical view of conversation is verbal or symbolic exchanges, in short 

bursts or turns, between two or more people who are in each others’ presence.  However, he then 

portrays exchanges taking place over increasing distances of time and geography (shouted across rooms 

in a house, carried out over the telephone, texted back and forth, even posted on an office bulletin 

board), and concludes that “the idea of conversation may be more flexible than we originally thought.”  

As long as information is exchanged, all agents have intention to engage, there is a willingness to listen 

and reflect, and there is a shared purpose to the exchange, Gibbons determines that conversation is 

occurring.  Here the defining elements of instructional conversation are established as agency, 

negotiation, and shared energy, each of which will examined more closely in the next section.  Later this 

paper will also examine how these three essentials play out in distributed learning environments. 

Agency (action, accountability, purposefulness) 

Without agency and purposefulness, natural conversation would be lack meaning (or even more 

likely, would not even occur).  On the other hand, constructivism has made us increasingly aware of the 

importance of agency in instruction, and particularly to the instructor/student relationships.  Thus 

agency is a key essential to a metaphor that compares instruction to conversation.   

Agency has been repeatedly debated and variously defined.  The “strong view” of agency – 

making of choices from among genuine alternatives – is nearly universally accepted by supporters and 

opponents of agency (Williams, 1992).  In education, the idea of allowing learners to make meaningful 

choices in their learning process is a cornerstone of constructivist philosophy.  However, Richard 



Williams (1992) argues that agency should be seen not as choosing between alternatives, but as “being 

in the world truthfully” (p. 757). Without freedom from falsity, without “having the world truthfully,” 

Williams maintains, agency and freedom are impossible/non-existent.  Both he and Stephen Yanchar see 

agency as vital to meaningful participation in the world (Yanchar, unpublished), or, as Williams terms it, 

“our fullest truthful social and moral participation” (1992, 758-9).  

In any of these senses of the term, agency is central to instructional conversation.   Any 

instructor/student relationship ought to be founded upon the recognition of the agency of their 

partners in conversation and learning, whether this means allowing that partner genuine choice or the 

possibility to live truthfully.  Both instructor and students must view one another as “agents capable of 

decision-making” (Gibbons, 2010) and as beings attempting to be in the world truthfully.  With this 

understanding, there is reason to engage.  There is reason to consider thoughtfully the ideas of the 

others, to probe for additional explanation when a divergence exists between shared ideas (part of 

another essential, negotiation).  There is the potential for learning to be truly meaningful and for learner 

intent to increase.1  When instruction is viewed as a conversation between agents, it becomes 

meaningful in a way that it cannot if the agency of participants is not honored. 

Additionally, agency is important because it is necessary for action and for responsibility.  

Without agency, we cannot act in any meaningful or responsible sense.  Even as the participation 

metaphor (Sfard, 1998) gains ground among educational theories, so too does the requirement to 

acknowledge the agency of learners and instructors.  Later in this paper we will examine suggestions for 

employing accountability – to the learning community, to standards of reasoning, and to knowledge – in 

classroom conversations (Michaels, O’Connor, & Resnik, 2007).  

                                                           
1
 Williams (1987) argues that “…no act can be meaningful in the sense intended here if it is not an act of human 

freedom” (p. 211). 



Negotiation (evaluation/assessment of discourses) 

In any metaphor that views knowledge as built from culling and considering multiple 

perspectives, as does one that compares instruction to conversation, there must be space for reflection 

upon the incoming discourses, for clarification, and for the negotiation of meaning.  I will call this 

evaluative and reflective essential to instructional conversation “negotiation,” including within it 

reflection, assessment or evaluation, and clarification.  Without negotiation in conversation, the listener 

receives all information without judgment or fails to process its value; all conversation becomes boring 

blather without negotiation.  Without negotiation in instruction, instruction regresses to an expert filling 

his silent and empty vessels. 

The negotiation elements of reflection, evaluation, and clarification are what connectivist 

thinker Andrew Ravenscraft calls “dialogue processes.”  As Ravenscraft sees it, connectivism is one 

theoretical framework which is particularly attuned to the value of dialogue processes or what I would 

term instructional conversations.  Ravenscraft draws on Stephen Downes, who writes that 

“connectivism…asserts that knowledge – and therefore the learning of knowledge – is distributive, that 

is, not located in any given place (and therefore not ‘transferred’ or ‘transacted’ per se) but rather 

consists of the network of connections formed from experience and interactions with a knowing 

community” (Downes, 2006).  For Downes, what is sometimes called “e-learning 2.0” is an approach to 

learning based on conversation, interaction, sharing, and participation.  Connectivism holds that 

genuinely considering the perspective of others in a dialogue is more important than accumulation of a 

knowledge set, and even than certain dialectical, polemical skills of logic” (Ravenscraft, 2007).   

Negotiation is essential to learning because it involves the learner and the instructor in the 

reflection and evaluation of ideas which is part of critical thinking.  Negotiation overlaps with the 

concept of cognitive presence developed by Garrison, Anderson and Archer (2001).  They have written: 



Cognitive presence is defined as the extent to which learners are able to construct and confirm 

meaning through sustained reflection and discourse in a critical community of inquiry (Garrison, 

Anderson, and Archer 2000). In other words, cognitive presence reflects higher-order 

knowledge acquisition and application and is most associated with the literature and research 

related to critical thinking. (Garrison, Anderson and Archer, 2001, p. 11, italics added). 

Through instructional conversation, both the learner and the instructor participate in “sustained 

reflection and discourse,” or in other words, negotiate meaning and understanding.  Wegerif (2007) 

reports that when learners are taught to improve their explicit verbalization in conversation (the “ten 

talk lessons” of Dawes et al., 2004), improving their ability to negotiate meaning with their group 

partners, they improve their scores on non-verbal reasoning tests.  Thus Wegerif (2007) argues that “the 

ability to listen to others and to learn from them appeared more important to solving reasoning test 

problems than any other mechanisms of explicit reasoning” (p. 67).  Negotiation of meaning is the 

reason that we hold conversations, and it is critical to the construction of knowledge among learners as 

well. 

Shared energy: 

When we engage in an especially interesting conversation, we share our enthusiasm and our 

energy.  Shared energy is also essential in learning and instruction.  Attention has been paid to energy or 

enthusiasm on the part of the instructor.  Though controversy has surrounded the so-called “Dr. Fox 

Effect” – an enthusiastic teacher may get high ratings even if her content is meaningless – still again and 

again studies have shown that a lecture taught with enthusiasm is more easily recalled by students 

(Murray, 1980; Abrami, Leventhal, & Perry, 1982). Research has also, separately, studied student 

enthusiasm for learning.  The flip side of teacher enthusiasm might be Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi’s (1990) 

concept of Flow.  As he investigated optimal experience, Csikszentmihalyi described the exhilaration felt 

by students engaged in an activity purely for its enjoyment. 



However, little research has been done that takes the shared energy of both the learner and the 

instructor into account.  This is an oversight that leaves unexamined an important essential in education 

in general and instructional conversation in particular.  Seymour Sarason argued that “*t+he assumption 

that teachers can create and maintain those conditions which make school learning and school living 

stimulating for children, without those same conditions existing for teachers, has no warrant in the 

history of man… (Sarason, 1972, pp. 123-124)” (quoted in Tharp and Gallimore, 1988, p. 22).  But shared 

energy is important not only so that instructors are fed by the same passion that they try to pass on to 

their students.  More significantly, as Charles Graham has written, “A good conversation or interaction 

seems to generate energy seemingly out of nowhere - it breaks the law of conservation of energy 

because it is not energy transmitted from one participant to the other but something that energizes all 

participants” (2011).  A poor conversation, on the other hand, may consume much and generate little 

energy.  Without shared energy in conversation, participants quickly lose interest.  Without shared 

energy in instruction, only duty binds both instructor and student to the learning activity. 

Existing Theories & Models of Conversation (lit review) 

 This section of the paper will review the existing theories of conversation, emphasizing 

components that relate to the essentials of agency, negotiation, and shared energy.   

Early Studies & Theories of Conversation 

 The first generation of scholars to apply scientific study to conversation adopted an individual-

centered definition to the term, if not always explicitly, then at least through the methods of analysis.  

Beginning in the 1960s, researchers gained access to film equipment and were thus able to view and 

review a single interaction repeatedly; these “conversation analysts” focused on the microsecond 

dynamics of conversation (Sawyer, 2006).  Next, in The Language of the Classroom, Bellack et al. (1966) 

developed “interaction analysis,” breaking down classroom discourse into interactional turns or "moves" 



and then applied analytical codes to each turn (Sawyer, 2006). However, by focusing so much on 

individual turns to a conversation, conversation and interaction analysts ignored the group processes at 

work and thus the potential for sustained negotiation and for shared energy in conversation (Sawyer, 

2006).  In this way conversation analysis has missed important essentials to instructional conversation. 

 As they began studying instructional conversation, researchers noted an especially common 

teaching cycle (comprising 48 percent of all cycles identified and labeled IRE by Mehan, 1979), wherein: 

1.  A soliciting move is made by the teacher in the form of a question (Initiation) 

2. The student addressed make a responding move, and (Response) 

3. An optional evaluative reaction may be made by the teacher  (Evaluation) (see Sawyer, 2006) 

This interaction may display some of the form of conversation, but it was critiqued by constructivists for 

being of the transmission-and-acquisition model rather than a situation in which learners could tackle 

genuine problems or work collaboratively to construct understanding.  According to Sawyer, “*a+ 

classroom dominated by IRE is not a community of practice; it's a hierarchy dominated by the teacher" 

(2006, p. 190).  Significantly, IRE ignores the importance of the agency of all participants; it also 

squeezes negotiation into an “optional evaluative reaction” on the part of the teacher (with no 

evaluation on the part of the learner).  Because conversation analysis has ignored agency, negotiation, 

and shared energy, it tells us little about how conversation can be used as an effective instructional 

technique.  

 Other theories began proliferating about the value of conversation to instruction.  As early as 

1960, Börje Holmberg began arguing “in favor of a conversational approach to course development 

(Holmberg, 1960, pp. 15-16)” (Holmberg, 2003, p. 79).  He first termed his theory “guided didactic 

conversation,” but switched to “teaching-learning conversation” due to the negative connotations 

associated with the word “didactic.”  Holmberg applied his ideas to distance learning in particular, 



where the “quasi-permanent separation of teacher and learner” (2003, p. 80) introduces possible 

increased emotional distance.  This perceived distance must be overcome, for: 

[c]entral to learning and teaching in distance education are personal relations between the 

parties concerned, study pleasure, and empathy between students and those representing the 

supporting organization. Feelings of empathy and belonging promote the students' motivation 

to learn and influence the learning favorably. (Holmberg, 2003, p. 81-82) 

A “conversational style,” Holmberg believed, would improve the empathy students perceived and thus 

their achievement and learning.  Though he did not say so in these terms, Holmberg’s ideas sync with 

Wegerif’s (2007) claims that conversation, existing in dialogic virtual space, obviates the disadvantages 

of actual physical separation.  Holmberg’s focus on the need for perceived empathy is important, 

especially in distance education.  His theory of empathy implies that when instruction is 

“conversational” it increases the shared energy which this author believes is essential to the learning 

process.  However, Holmberg’s ideas about conversation are vague: he does not clearly define 

“conversation”, and in fact prefers to use qualifiers such as “conversational” or “conversation-like” 

(descriptors to an activity) more than the noun form of “conversation” (the activity itself).  Thus 

Holmberg’s theory of conversation is less useful to us than we might hope, due to the lack of clear 

terminology. 

Theories Emphasizing Negotiation 
In contrast, in the mid-1970s the cybernetician and psychologist Gordon Pask developed a 

Conversation Theory with a plethora of defined terms.  Pask viewed conversation as an act of concept-

sharing between two participants (Pask, 1980).  As B receives information from A, he constructs his own 

model of A’s model of the topic under discussion, and then shares with A his conceptualization of A’s 

model.  As the participants engage in recursive interactions, or we might say negotiations, their 



exchanges are "'provocative' in that they serve to provoke participants to construct understandings of 

each other's conceptions and (possibly) misconceptions of topics and the relations between them. This 

is the essential aspect that makes conversation theory constructivist and dialogical" (Scott, 2001a, p. 

29).  The agreement reached by the participants about the topic is distributed or shared, and does not 

belong to only A or to B, but in a sense, to the conversation as a whole. In this way, Pask’s theory is 

egalitarian and potentially learner-centered, to the point that Pask argued that “it no longer is possible 

to make a clear distinction between learner and teacher in describing the two participants in the 

conversation which leads to learning" (Pask, 1976, p. 13).   

Pask’s understanding of the power of negotiation in learning and meaning-making reinforces 

our commitment to the inclusion of this essential in instructional conversation.  However, for Pask all 

parties to the conversation need not be human; a computer can engage in concept-sharing.  Yet a 

computer cannot engage in dialogic intersubjectivity necessary to understand things from another’s 

point of view (Wegerif, 2007).  In this way Pasks’s theory falls short of recognizing or expecting the 

agency of participants.  In addition, shared energy is simply overlooked by Pask: it is humans that can 

share energy, not technology.  (No matter how excited you are by your latest tech toy! ) 

The scholars who have drawn upon Pask’s Conversation Theory have similarly highlighted the 

essential of negotiation while to some extent ignoring agency and shared energy.  Diana Laurillard, for 

example, views learning as conversations or “exchanges of conceptions and misconceptions, tasks 

completed and feedback received engendering topics for further discussion" (Scott, 2001a, p. 30).  

Laurillard’s Conversational Framework, which has been applied extensively at the UK’s Open University, 

emphasizes a goal–action–feedback cycle (Laurillard, 2008).  This cycle goes into great detail at the level 

of negotiation, but focuses more on processes than on the principles underlying the evaluation and 

reflection necessary for thoughtful negotiation.   Agency seems limited to an automatic response, and 



energy is absent (funneled perhaps through one of the many arrows in the model).  Sheila Harri-

Augstein and Laurie Thomas, in their book Learning Conversations, also define conversation as an 

exchange of meaning.  Although they state that in conversation “*t+wo entities can temporarily 

synchronise becoming one.  Both, if they are actively engaged, are developing a system of personal 

meaning” (Harri-Augstein & Thomas, 2002, p. 33), nevertheless their emphasis does not rest on shared 

energy or two interacting agents so much as on “reflective conversation with ourselves" (Thomas & 

Harri-Augstein, 2001, p. 937).  Reflection – part of the negotiation of meaning – is of such importance 

that they argue that we don’t learn from experience itself but through awareness, reflection and review 

(processes which may be entirely internal).  Although Harri-Augstein and Thomas remind us of the 

importance of reflection in the process of negotiation, still their view of the instructor denies the 

importance of agency and shared energy for that party.  The instructor is seen as detached and 

unengaged from the conversation itself, a Learning Coach who “temporarily externalizes this ‘Learning 

Conversation’ to improve its quality” (2002, p. 90).    

A different strand of thinking about negotiation in instructional conversation may be found by 

looking at the writings of connectivists Ravenscraft and Wegerif.  Connectivism is a relatively new theory 

of learning which argues that learning and knowledge rest in a diversity of opinions, and that learning is 

a process of connecting information sources (Ravenscraft, 2011, quoting Siemens, 2005). For Wegerif 

(2007), “the main mechanism for learning is taking the perspective of another in a dialogue, where the 

dialogue is an end to be valued itself as perhaps the most important goal of education” (p. 145).  The 

process of reflecting upon, evaluating, and clarifying these diverse opinions is the process of negotiation 

in conversation.  Moreover, Wegerif (2007) argues that since creativity involves “re-representing things 

from alternative points of view,” then “*d+ialogue is creative from the beginning” (p. 111).   



Theories Emphasizing Shared Energy 

It is through studying the concept of creativity that Keith Sawyer gives us insights into the 

shared energy in conversations.  In Creating Conversations, Sawyer(2001) argues that “casual , 

unplanned conversation” (p. 1) is especially creative and energetic because it is unscripted and 

directorless.  Conversation is also creative because it is by nature collaborative.  This collaboration in 

“can lead to unexpected and valuable new ideas.  That’s because creating conversations are 

unpredictable—new ideas emerge as we talk.  The unexpected ideas that emerge from creating 

conversations come from the creativity of everyone…” (Sawyer, 2001, p. 69).  This emergence of new 

and unpredictable ideas in conversation is part of the shared energy essential to learning conversations. 

Sawyer does not specifically explicate how such “casual, unplanned conversation” could best be 

used in the classroom, though he advocates less script and more improv among classroom teachers.  

However, drawing on his own experiences as a jazz musician and pianist for an improvisational theater 

group, Sawyer makes a point about improv which shows it is not incompatible with the discipline we 

typically associate with instruction: “many years of discipline and practice are required before a 

musician can improvise creatively” (2001, p.  110).  This discipline applies not only to music and theater, 

but to sports as well: team members practice again and again, refining not only their individual 

techniques but also their ability to “become an ensemble” (p. 113), but on the court, it’s improvisation.  

Similarly, disciplined practice can improve not only the creative capacities of students to collaborate and 

converse, but also their ability to work as a conversational ensemble, a community of practice, building 

ideas upon those already expressed.  The shared energy in instructional conversations, then, may 

actually require intense practice, focus, and discipline. 

Sawyer (2001) does point out a danger to creative conversation and shared energy which is 

imposed by the traditional classroom setting:  “Does conversational creativity change when we aren’t all 

equals?  If one person has absolute authority, they might take control and determine the flow of the 



entire interaction—like an autocratic manager running a business meeting” (p. 58).  All that Sawyer 

values in conversation — its improvised, collaborative, directorless nature: in other words, the sources 

of its shared energy — is frequently ignored in classroom discussion.  Can conversation be both 

instructional and creative?  Is “unplanned” compatible with the classroom? Such informal conversations 

are more likely to achieve the shared energy of a “flow” state, “wherein our abilities should be matched 

to those of our conversational partners…” (Sawyer, 2001, p. 190).  But is that likely in a whole-class 

discussion, even if the instructor works hard to engage her learners as reflective agents in purposeful 

conversation?  To what extent will teaching presence (Garrison, Anderson and Archer, 2001) facilitate 

shared energy and creativity, and to what extent dampen it? 

Although conversation is not the emphasis of their work, in Rousing Minds to Life Roland Tharp 

and Ronald Gallimore (1988) write of “instructional conversation,” which they explain is the generic 

name for conversation or “*d+iscourse, in which teacher and students weave together spoken and 

written language with previous understanding…” (p. 111).  Broadening the term even more, they write 

that “instructional conversation is the medium, the occasion, the instrument of rousing minds to life” (p. 

109).  This idea of “rousing minds to life” reinforces the importance of shared energy in instructional 

conversations, though the emphasis here is on something done to the learner, and not necessarily 

shared between learner and instructor.  We are reminded again of the importance of seeing all parties 

in the instructional conversation as agents, who act purposefully and are not merely acted upon, so that 

the exchange of energy may be expansive and reinforcing. 

Theories Emphasizing Agency 

Though they use the term “deliberate discourse” instead of “conversation,” Michaels, O’Connor, 

Resnik (2007) offer guidelines for using instructional conversation which emphasize the role of agency 

and accountability.  The stated goal of their article is to present classroom discussion practices (termed 

“Accountable Talk”) which lead to reasoned participation by all students and which support equity and 



access to rigorous academic learning across diverse populations of students. Their theoretical 

framework draws on Habermas’ (1990) concept of “deliberate democracy” as well as Vygotsky’s ideas of 

the “social formation of the mind,” constructivist principles, and sociocultural ideals.  The authors argue 

that classroom discourse must be accountable to the learning community, to the accepted standards of 

reasoning, and to knowledge; then deeper levels of understanding can be reached and knowledge 

constructed by the learning community.  Their emphasis on accountability in discourse reinforces the 

importance of agency to our metaphor of instructional conversations. 

Let us briefly explain these forms of accountability.  According to the authors, accountability to 

the learning community is “talk that attends seriously to and builds on the ideas of others; participants 

listen carefully to one another, build on each other’s ideas, and ask each other questions aimed at 

clarifying or expanding a proposition” (Michaels et al., 2007).  In this manner, participants become part 

of a community of participation and are accountable to the ideas of one another, using others’ ideas to 

build their own contributions and to construct or negotiate their own understanding.  Conversation that 

is accountable to the learning community not only promotes agency, but also shared energy.  As 

participants see their ideas inform the ideas of others, they are energized by a deep and satisfying 

feeling of connection to the learning.  Accountability to standards of reasoning “is talk that emphasizes 

logical connections and the drawing of reasonable conclusions. It is talk that involves explanation and 

self-correction. It often involves searching for premises, rather than simply supporting or attacking 

conclusions” (Michaels et al., 2007).  Accountability to knowledge is talk in which  

[s]peakers make an effort to get their facts right and make explicit the evidence behind their 

claims or explanations. They challenge each other when evidence is lacking or unavailable. 

When the content under discussion involves new or incompletely mastered knowledge, 

accountable discussion can uncover misunderstandings and misconceptions. A knowledgeable 



and skilled teacher is required to provide authoritative knowledge when necessary and to guide 

conversation toward academically correct concepts. (Michaels et al., 2007)   

As you may have noticed, the processes that participants must use in order to ensure accountability are 

also processes of negotiation.  As instructors and learners are accountable to the community, to 

standards of reasoning, and to knowledge, they must not only exercise agency, but also practice skills of 

reflection, evaluation, and clarification.  

Apply to online/blended settings: 

 How does the metaphor of instructional conversation presented here play out in blended and 

distance learning environments?  In writing about blended learning environments, Charles Graham 

(2006) presents a continuum along which four dimensions of interaction occur in face-to-face and 

distributed learning environments.  These dimensions are space, time, fidelity, and humanness.  

Reflecting upon these dimensions is useful here.  We have argued in this article that for instruction to 

resemble conversation it must respect agency, give space for negotiation, and foster shared energy.  Is it 

more difficult to recognize the agency and humanness of a conversational partner whom one has never 

seen face-to-face and is known only through a name or even an avatar?  Is negotiation more or less 

profitable when done asynchronously?  What happens to the shared energy of a conversation carried 

out across a span of time or without face-to-face verbal cues?   

Many have already noted the negotiation and critical thinking may improve with the time 

allowed for reflection by asynchronous instructional activities (Yang et al., 2005, provide a partial lit 

review).  Lapadat (2002), for example, asserts that reflection and sense-making may increase in text-

based, nonlinear characteristics of threaded discussions (Rice, 2006).  Some of the aspects of 

negotiation—clarification, for instance – may take longer when ideas must be passed back and forth 

between participants who are separated geographically.  However, the overall gain in increased room 



for reflection shows that blended and distance learning environments may function especially well in 

allowing negotiation in instructional conversation.  Wegerif (2007) even lists several design principles for 

online programs intended to support reflective dialogue, such as encouraging joint decision-making 

rather than turn-taking. 

Though the expanded time dimension is an apparent benefit to negotiation in instructional 

conversations, other dimensions must be thoughtfully approached in regards to agency and shared 

energy.  Does the increased anonymity in an online setting decrease feelings of accountability?  Do we 

view our classmates as full agents when we know them only though ID or avatar?  Does an instructional 

designer remember that she is creating learning activities for an agent who will later, separated by space 

and time, try to negotiate meaning and truthful living in regards to the materials he encounters?  These 

questions must be explored more fully in order to understand the impact of distributed learning 

environments on instructional conversations.  It does seem that distance learning options, much touted 

for the increased flexibility they offer students (Smith, Clark, & Blomeyer, 2005), offer learners more 

freedom in choice, increasing agency in one of the two senses we have discussed.   

Graham has noted some of the ways in which fidelity and humanness may add to or detract 

from shared energy.  He has written: 

The fidelity of the interaction and non-verbal cues seem to be part of what communicates 

energy in a conversation.  Talking with someone who is excited or passionate about a subject is 

contagious while conversing with someone who is engaged in a conversation because they are 

being required or coerced to doesn't have the same energy.  (2011, blog comment) 

Blended and online settings can still communicate shared energy.  When I was teaching for an online 

high school, one of my students’ all-time favorite activities was hearing me read aloud Romeo and Juliet.  

I tried to do voices, but I’m no good with an English accent, and I’m no Judi Dench (nor Gwyneth Paltrow 



for that matter!).  But they could hear my excitement for the play, and it was contagious.  Shared energy 

can overcome the limits of distance, and it must, if instructional conversations are to be effective in 

blended and distance settings. 

 Blended learning offers the flexibility of maximizing the advantages of the various essentials to 

instructional conversation with the dimensions of interaction.  For example, shared energy may be more 

easily expressed in face-to-face activities, while asynchronous activities may be reserved for negotiation.  

However, we feel that instructional conversations should try to blend all three essentials, not just 

feature one at a time.  Thus this option is not ideal, nor is it necessary if the instruction is designed with 

the ideal of a conversation between agents who negotiate meaning and understanding, and share 

enthusiasm and energy. 

Conclusion 

As do metaphor, conversations surround and become the very heart of our way of thinking, the 

primary source of our concepts.  If instruction can be designed with certain essentials of conversation in 

mind, it can carry a power and purpose with it.  This article has discussed the essentials – both to 

instruction and to natural conversation – of agency, negotiation, and shared energy.   

What would instruction look like if it was designed and carried out with the awareness that all 

parties are agents?  If agency is defined to mean the freedom to make genuine choices, what does 

instruction become?  If agency is interpreted as “being in the world truthfully,” how does instruction 

help nurture that truthfulness?  What would instruction look like if designed to allow negotiation by and 

between all participants?  How do we encourage our students (and ourselves as instructors) to reflect 

thoughtfully, assess carefully, and seek clarification when needed?  How is meaning negotiated between 

parties of differing and sometimes conflicting world views?  Can we improve our explicit verbalization in 

conversation, thus clarifying for ourselves and our conversational partners what we think we   



understand?  Finally, how do we foster shared energy in our instructional settings?  Can our 

instructional conversations “break the law of the conservation of energy,” as Graham put it, by not 

simply transferring energy from one to another, but energizes all involved and generating new energy?  

Shared energy in particular is one aspect of this metaphor which has received little attention in research 

thus far.  All of these questions and more can be explored as we seek to flesh out the contours of a 

metaphor which compares instruction to conversation.   

We have already touched briefly upon critical thinking and creativity.  But it is worthwhile to 

point out that the three essentials of instructional conversation cultivate both of these critical traits, 

traits we seek to promote among our students and among ourselves.  Critical thinking is fostered by 

agents who have taken responsibility for their learning and understanding, who then take the time to 

negotiate that understanding with their learning partners.  Creativity, especially collaborative creativity 

(Sawyer, 2006), comes out of negotiation with others and out of the shared energy developed in vibrant 

natural as well as instructional conversations.  Edward Gibbon, author of Decline and Fall of the Roman 

Empire, surely had it wrong when he claimed that “conversations enhance understanding but solitude is 

school of genius” (Xin, 2002, p. 90).  Creative genius requires the shared energy and negotiation of 

conversation to thrive and expand. 

In the future, critical thinking and creativity can be encouraged, the agency of our students and 

their instructors can be fostered, negotiation can be promoted, and shared energy can be sparked when 

we view instruction as conversation.  Whether this instruction occurs face-to-face or across geographical 

distance, the dialogic space we carve out for conversations will be the space in which our best 

instruction and our students’ best learning takes place. 
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