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AGENDA
I. Authentic Communication as a Foundation
II. Conversation Skills
(esp. Clarifying & Supporting)
III. Using Activities to Foster Conversation Skills
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IV. Conversation Modeling and Scaffolding
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V. Next Steps
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Features of Authentic Communication
(tasks that have effective language development)

Information Gap Activities
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for Fostering Conversation Skills:
☐Speaking ☐Listening
☐Clarifying ☐Supporting

Support
Clarity

q Purposeful building of idea(s). Use
language to build/do something beyond
just answering questions for praise or
points. Clarity & Support matter. Agency.

+

Build Idea(s)
q Information gap(s). Students get or
give information that they want,
need, or don’t have. Gaps are natural
or designed.

If needed, there is attention to language in service of building ideas & bridging gaps

Info Gaps
Attention to
Language

& Authentic Communication Features

Language modeling & scaffolding, sentence frames, practice, feedback, etc.)

Info Gap Cards Sample Conversation

Information Gap Cards

ACTIVITY FOR SUPPORTING IDEAS:
ARGUMENT SCALE

Idea to Build: A common misconception is that forces cause motion. Actually, forces
cause accelerations. Build up an argument using Newton’s 3 Laws of Motion and
examples to change this misconception in someone’s mind.

A: Do you know how fast the shuttle is orbiting?
B: Yes, but why do you want to know that?
A: Cuz I need to know it to figure out how long it
takes to catch the satellite.
B: How will knowing the speed help you do that?
A: I’ll use it and the satellite speed and the distance.
B: OK, it’s going 16,800 miles per hour
A: Thanks. And how fast is the satellite going?
B: Why do you need to know that?
A: To know how long it’ll take. If it’s just a little slower, it’ll take longer. I’ll make an
equation and put them equal to each other cuz that’s where they meet.
B: That makes sense. The satellite is
going 16,000 mph
A: Thanks. And how far are they apart
when the shuttle starts its orbit?
B: Why?
Understanding Language
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Ask for clarification and for support
with examples, when needed.
Jeff Zwiers
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Application Time

Sample Information Gap Cards

Think about how you might use Information
Gap activities (cards, jigsaw, pair-shares*,
etc.) in upcoming lessons. Remember to add
clarifying and supporting.
Practices to Help in Crafting Prom pts

Engage
Explore
Explain
Elaborate
Evaluate
What idea can students build with this new knowledge?

Stronger & Clearer Each Time Activities
for Fostering Conversation Skills:
☐Speaking ☐Listening
☐Clarifying ☐Supporting
Build Idea(s)
Info Gaps
Attention toLan
guage

& Authentic Communication Features

Asking questions (sci) and defining problems (eng)
Developing and using models
Planning and carrying out investigations
Analyzing and interpreting data
Using mathematics and computational thinking
Constructing explanations (sci) and designing solutions (eng)
Engaging in argument from evidence
Obtaining, evaluating, and communicating information

Designing “Stronger & Clearer Each Time” Activities

1. Prompt for an original response
2. Successive partners: borrow and use the language, ideas,
and evidence each time-->
• Stronger (often longer) with better supporting evidence
and examples, and
• Clearer with more precise terms and linked, organized,
complete sentences.
3. Listeners push for clarification & support, and offer ideas
4. Scaffolds are reduced during the activity.
Understanding Language

Asking Questions, Interpreting Data & Constructing Explanations

1)
2)
3)
4)
5)
6)
7)
8)
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Student Model of “Stronger & Clearer Each Time”
Mine was, Why are they
different speeds? Maybe cuz
the magnets were in
different places?

Switch
partners!

Silvia

I think the magnets made more
weight on the outside, so it was
slower. I don’t know.

1 st
Partner

What happened and why?
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Student Model of “Stronger & Clearer Each Time”
Mine was, Why are they
different speeds? Maybe cuz
the magnets were in
different places?

Student Model of “Stronger & Clearer Each Time”

I think the magnets made more
weight on the outside, so it was
slower. I don’t know.

Switch
partners!

The magnets are heavy in the middle
of the pan, the wheel, so they are
easier to turn, but the outside has
more weight to turn. I wonder why
the faster one didn’t go further.

I think the magnets on the
outside made the outside
heavier, like harder to move. So
it started slower.

2 nd
Partner

Silvia

What happened and why?

I think the magnets made more
weight on the outside, so it was
slower. I don’t know.

I think cuz the magnets were
in different places.

The magnets are heavy in the middle of
the pan, the wheel, so they are easier
to turn, but the outside has more
weight to turn.

I think the magnets on the
outside made the outside
heavier, like harder to move. So
it started slower.
I think they were different because the
outside moves longer. And more magnets
makes it heavier, so slower. The magnets
on the inside don’t turn as much, just a
little. So that wheel started faster. But they
stopped the same cuz of the same weight.

Interaction Mini-Lines

3rd
Partner

Silvia

What happened and why?

“Stronger & Clearer Each Time” Grid
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Name

(just two or three key words, if any)

Me
1.
2.
3.

Me

Understanding Language

Elaborate: Stronger & Clearer Idea Grid
Name

Explain what being in orbit means, how it works, and how you might use
Newton’s Law of Universal Gravitation (force = G*m1*m2/r2 ) to explain how
fast a 100 kg object needs to go around the moon to stay in orbit at just 5
miles above the surface. [Centripetal force, Fc = (m1 v2)/r where r is the
distance between the centers]

(Me)

(Just two or three key words, if any)

1.

(one or two words from this person that will strengthen or clarify my answer)

2.

"

3.

“

Me

(M y final written explanation)

1)
2)
3)
4)
5)
6)
7)
8)

Crafting Prom pts
Asking questions (sci) and defining problems (eng)
Developing and using models
Planning and carrying out investigations
Analyzing and interpreting data
Using mathematics and computational thinking
Constructing explanations (sci) and designing solutions (eng)
Engaging in argument from evidence
Obtaining, evaluating, and communicating information

L a n g u a g e , L it e r a c y , & L e a r n in g in t h e
C o n te n t A re a s

Listeners can & should:
- Prompt for clarification
- Prompt for support
- Help with “What about…?”
15 sec “take w/ me”
Jigsaw variation
Follow w/ conversation
Jeff Zwiers

Pre- and Post-Writing

Listeners can & should:
- Prompt for clarification
- Prompt for support
- Help with “What about…?”

Orbit means…
In order to figure out the velocity needed to maintain orbit, …

15 sec “take w/ me”
Jigsaw variation
Follow w/ conversation
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Most Activities Can Cultivate Conversation Skills (CLR, SUP)

APPLICATION TIME

How can we get students to push themselves and peers to clarify and
strengthen their ideas in other activities?

Think about how you might craft prompts for and use
Stronger & Clearer Each Time activities (and/or
adaptations to similar activities such as Gallery Walks
and Jigsaws) in your upcoming units or lessons.
Practices to Help in Crafting Prom pts

Engage
Explore
Explain
Elaborate
Evaluate

1)
2)
3)
4)
5)
6)
7)
8)

Asking questions (sci) and defining problems (eng)
Developing and using models
Planning and carrying out investigations
Analyzing and interpreting data
Using mathematics and computational thinking
Constructing explanations (sci) and designing solutions (eng)
Engaging in argument from evidence
Obtaining, evaluating, and communicating information

Read & answer questions
Create a group poster
Write a lab report
Write an article
Simulation
Whole class discussion
Solve a problem in pairs
Understanding Language

Four Corners
Oral Presentation
Gallery Walk
Think-Pair-Share
Jigsaw
Watch a video
Games
Jeff Zwiers
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Constructive Conversation Skills (Build one Idea)
Students (w/o teacher)

collaboratively
build an idea (e.g.,
claim, answer, solution,
interpretation)—
not just answer
questions—using the
skills on the right:

CONSTRUCTIVE
CONVERSATIONS

Listening-Speaking

Ask ?’s
Define
Elaborate
Paraphrase
Negotiate
Analogy
Synthesize

Build Idea
Clarify
Idea
Listening-Speaking

Listening-Speaking

Support Idea
Understanding Language

What does building an idea look like?

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Pose 1 st Idea

IDEA

M ATH: Justify with
reasoning based on
math principles & the
problem
Jeff Zwiers
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What does building an idea look like?

IDEA

(And how do we decide if it’s built up enough?)

CLARIFY

(And how do we decide if it’s built up enough?)

CLARIFY

PROMPT: Why do animals adapt?

SUPPORT

PROMPT: Why do animals adapt?

SUPPORT

A type of animal changes its body
over millions of years to get food.

Adaptation helps animals to get food.

What does adaptation
mean?

What are examples of
those adaptations?

4
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What does building an idea look like?

What does building an idea look like?

IDEA

IDEA

(And how do we decide if it’s built up enough?)

CLARIFY

(And how do we decide if it’s built up enough?)

CLARIFY

PROMPT: Why do animals adapt?

SUPPORT

PROMPT: Why do animals adapt?

SUPPORT

Oh yeah, like rabbits run fast
to get away from bobcats.
And they do
What about adapting to get away
camouflage, too. from things that want to eat them?

Adaptation helps animals to get food.
A type of animal changes its body
over millions of years to get food.
What does adaptation
mean?

Eagles have good eyes to For
Tuna &
example? swordfish
see little animals

What are examples of
those adaptations?

And some fish swim really fast
to catch little fish to eat them.

What does building an idea look like?

A type of animal changes its body Eagles have good eyes to For
Tuna &
over millions of years to get food. see little animals
example? swordfish
What does adaptation
What are examples of
And some fish swim really fast
mean?
those adaptations?
to catch little fish.

What does building an idea look like?

IDEA

(And how do we decide if it’s built up enough?)

CLARIFY

PROMPT: Why do animals adapt?

SUPPORT

Adaptation helps animals to get food.

(And how do we decide if it’s built up enough?)
PROMPT: Why do animals adapt?

OK, so do we
And the stick bug look just like
The fish matches its color &
patterns to the sea bottom to hide tree branches to hide from birds fix our idea?
Yeah, but remember that What’s Oh yeah, like rabbits run fast
How are those
flat fish & the stick bug?
to get away from bobcats.
good examples?
that?
Like army
clothes?

What does adaptation
mean?

What does adaptation
mean?

And some fish swim really fast
to catch little fish.

What does building an idea look like?
(And how do we decide if it’s built up enough?)
PROMPT: Why do animals adapt?

IDEA
CLARIFY

And they do
What about adapting to get away
camouflage, too. from things that want to eat them?
A type of animal changes its body Eagles have good eyes to For
Tuna &
example? swordfish
over millions of years to get food. see little animals
When they look
like stuff to hide

What are examples of
those adaptations?

SUPPORT
st
Pose
Pose 1
2 ndIdea
Idea

OK, so do we
And the stick bug look just like
The fish matches its color &
patterns to the sea bottom to hide tree branches to hide from birds fix our idea?
Yeah, but remember that What’s Oh yeah, like rabbits run fast
How are those
flat fish & the stick bug?
to get away from bobcats.
good examples?
that?

Listening-Speaking

Build
Evaluate &
Com pare
(Argue)

And they do
What about adapting to get away
camouflage, too. from things that want to eat them?
A type of animal changes its body Eagles have good eyes to For
Tuna &
example? swordfish
over millions of years to get food. see little animals
When they look
like stuff to hide

What does adaptation
mean?

What are examples of
those adaptations?

And some fish swim really fast
to catch little fish.

Constructive Conversation Skills (Collaborative Argument)

Yeah. Adaptation helps animals to get food & not be food.

Like army
clothes?

SUPPORT

Adaptation helps animals to get food.

Yeah, but remember that What’s Oh yeah, like rabbits run fast
How are those
that?
flat fish & the stick bug?
to get away from bobcats.
good examples?
Like army
When they look And they do
What about adapting to get away
clothes?
like stuff to hide camouflage, too. from things that want to eat them?
A type of animal changes its body Eagles have good eyes to For
Tuna &
example? swordfish
over millions of years to get food. see little animals
What are examples of
those adaptations?

IDEA
CLARIFY

And some fish swim really fast
to catch little fish.

Clarify
Idea
Listening-Speaking

& Choose

Listening-Speaking

Listening-Speaking

Support Idea

Hand m otions
Understanding Language

L a n g u a g e , L it e r a c y , & L e a r n in g in t h e
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Feedback
⎕ Useful & Engaging Purpose

PROMPT:

⎕ Need to talk + Unique ideas

⎕ # of Turns

QUANTITY

⎕ Length of turns

⎕ Clear and Helpful Directions

I think air has weight. Remember the balloon?
I disagree because I can’t feel it.
I respectfully disagree with you.
Then we just agree to disagree, right?

Lisa:
Edgar:
Lisa:
Edgar:
Lisa:
Edgar:

We didn’t keep the variables the same. We don’t know the cause.
It was close enough. I don’t want to redo it.
But the water was different temperatures.
I don’t think it matters.
But we got dots all over the graph. It should be a line.
It might be a circle.

⎕ Equity

QUALITY

Use conversation skills:
⎕ Pose ⎕ Clarify ⎕ Support ⎕ Evaluate
to authentically build and choose useful ideas

OTHER KEY SKILLS

⎕ Listening ⎕ Speaking ⎕ Thinking ⎕ Content ⎕ Nonverbal ⎕ Valuing Ideas
Understanding Language

Laura:
Eli:
Laura:
Eli:

Jeff Zwiers
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Sample Conversation

Design Challenge Conversation (Triads)

PROM PT: W hat is Cosm ic M icrowave Background radiation and why is it im portant?

Ana:
Meg:
Ana:
Meg:

So, what is Cosmic Microwave Background radiation?
It’s like really old light that we can’t see.
What do you mean?
A few hundred thousand years after the start of the Big Bang, it cooled enough so that
photons could get out and move around.
Ana: Oh yeah. The video said that CMB is what is leftover from those photons.
Meg: I still wonder how do they know they’re so old?
Ana: I think cuz they are everywhere. Remember that picture? They said something like cuz
they are everywhere and the same temperature, that it’s older than all the things like
suns, and stars, and planets.
Meg: And it’s important cuz I think the teacher said it’s like proof of the Big Bang.
Ana: Oh yeah. They think it was from just after the Big Bang. They predicted it an then
found it.
Meg: Why did they predict it?

Sample Conversation about FreeFall
David:
Asha:
David:
Asha:
David:
Asha:
David:

I think we should put a big rubber ball under it.
Why?
Cuz it will look cool and it is a good way to get it
back up the tower by bouncing.
I like it. It’s like a spring, sort of. So what about the transfer of
energy?
It transfers kinetic energy at the bottom to potential elastic energy
in the ball, like the spring. Then it goes back to kinetic.
How does it go back into kinetic?
After it stops at the bottom, the ball pushes it back up. It moves so
it’s kinetic. What’s your idea?

You are part of a small team of engineers who
have been hired to design a new amusement
park ride called FreeFall. Your task is to design
and evaluate the most energy-efficient way to
raise the cage, harness, and reuse its energy.
It drops 100 meters in a free fall. With its riders, the cage weighs
1000 kilograms. The cage is a cube with sides measuring 3
meters. You will then write a proposal to an amusement park
company that explains and argues for your design.
First, BRAINSTORM: 2 minutes to write down own ideas, then one or two best in pairs,
then share with whole class

Sample Conversation about FreeFall, cont.
Asha: I think we put a cable that turns a generator, like on a dam, but it won’t be water. It’ll
be the cage that falls to turns it.
David: Why?
Asha: Cuz it can make electricity to use to help power the cage going back up.
David: So turn the kinetic of the cage falling to kinetic electricity? But you need to store it,
right?
Asha: Batteries.
David: So you change kinetic energy of the electricity to potential energy in the batteries?
Asha: Yeah. I like that idea, but we need to figure out which one is better, right?
David: I know. We need to have criterias, like the teacher said. One is cost. If one costs way
more, then it isn’t good. Another is the amount of energy saved to lift up the cage
again.
Asha: Another criteria is if it affects the fall of the cage. Like the cable might slow it down
and make it less fun.
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Using the Cards – 7 th Gr. Science

“Silent” Support Cards (from the COAT)
Ask for an (another)
example to support
the idea

Paraphrase what
your partner said

Show that you are
listening with your
eyes, nods, posture

Pose an alternative
idea and start to
build it up

Encourage your
partner to talk more

Understanding Language

Ask your partner to
clarify (Why…How…)

Build up the first
idea first

1 K:
2 M:
3 K:
4 M:
5 K:
6 M:
7 K:
8 M:
7 K:

Stay focused on the
conversation
prompt/purpose

8 M:

Refer to the text

Jeff Zwiers
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9 K:
10 M:
11 K:
12 M:
13 K:

So, why do squids have ink?
To hide.
What do you mean?
They hide in it.
Ask your partner to
Yeah…
clarify (Why…How…
OK, so why do they hide in their ink?
What do you mean by)
When they get scared, like maybe a predator comes after them.
Can you give an example of a predator?
Maybe a shark, or a whale.
OK, I think they got ink to..., um, they escape. It’s a little like your idea, but I think instead of
staying and hiding in the cloud of ink, they swim away. Like the picture.
Clarify: How do they
OK…
How do they escape with ink? escape with ink?
They let it out; it makes a cloud so they, you know, can swim away.
Stay focused on the
And it poisons the fish?
I don’t know; I think jellyfish are poison.
conversation
I hate jellyfish.
prompt/purpose
Me too.

SCIENCE Conversation Prompts

Using the Silent Support Cards
PROM PT: Read and then try to agree on a clear explanation of why scientists think dark
matter exists, what they and you think it is, if it exists, and discuss if you think it is
important to spend time and money on learning about it.

What is dark matter, and why does it matter?
At the Gran Sasso underground laboratory, scientists are keeping watch over a giant tank filled with
3.5 metric tons of liquid xenon. Their hope is that exotic particles from deep space will whiz through
the liquid, emitting a telltale signal. So far, that hasn’t happened. But scientists hunting for so-called
“dark matter” have learned to be patient. Astronomers studying distant galaxies have noticed
something odd: The galaxies seemed to hold more matter than could be accounted for by the visible
material: stars and gas clouds. This missing mass, dubbed dark matter, is now believed to make up
more than a quarter of the total mass and energy in the visible universe. What is this stuff? The best
guess is that it’s made up of some kind of fast-moving particle that barely interacts with the ordinary
matter that makes up the stars and the planets. Theoretically, these particles can pass unimpeded
through miles of ordinary matter. But scientists have been searching for these exotic particles for
decades now, with no luck. And calculations say that it makes up 27% of the universe! And so some
are beginning to wonder if dark matter exists at all. Instead, the reasoning goes, Einstein’s theory of
gravity may require some tweaking.
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conversing that (a) connects to lesson
objectives, and (b) requires thinking &
doing/building something with ideas

Understanding Language
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Types of Conversations in Science
q Collaborating to interpret data and observations to then
generate scientific explanations

APPLICATION TIME

q Collaborating to solve problems (big and small)

Think about how you might plan using
Conversation Modeling & Scaffolding activities-–
and/or adaptations in your upcoming units or
lessons.

q Deciding if and how the evidence supports one side or another
of a scientific argument
q Collaborating to agree on the best ways to communicate ideas
to others
q Role-based improv conversations (e.g., life of star and planet)
Craft prom pts
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Major Pillars for this Work

Design for
authentic
communication
(Purposeful building,
clarity & strength
matter, Info gaps)
Jeff Zw iers
Understanding Language
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Use all interaction
activities to foster
skills of building,
clarifying,
supporting, &
evaluating

Push students to
push themselves
and others for
clarity and
strength (act like
teachers)

NEXT STEPS

In conversations,
build up every
idea as much as
possible—and
build up the first
idea first.

Jeff Zwiers | jzwiers@stanford.edu | jeffzwiers.org/march12
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