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of EL Instruction

Dos & Don’ts

Helping Multilingual Students Have 
Productive Academic Conversations

What We Know About Academic Conversation

In ELSF’s Guidelines for Improving English Language Arts Materials for English 
Learners, the very first guideline (Area of Focus 1.1) places an emphasis on providing 
students with “pair or group conversation activities that help students hear and imitate 
more fluent others as they build their abilities to develop and challenge ideas using 
evidence-based reasoning.” Multilingual students at all grade levels can benefit in many 
ways from engaging in productive academic conversations. Particularly when 
conversing in pairs, students push one another to: 

• listen to large amounts of language input from others,

• articulate ideas orally, producing large amounts of output that they “try out” on 
others

• build relationships with other students

• foster their sense of agency and empowerment as they build up academic ideas.

However, in our many observations of classroom lessons across grade levels and 
disciplines, both the quantity and quality of academic conversations need to improve for 
students to receive these benefits. Here are some suggestions.

Cultivate an authentic communication mindset for everything that students do with 
language in the classroom (Zwiers, 2019). This means that every activity, including 
conversing, should require and help students to (a) build up one or more important 
claims and concepts in a discipline, (b) use the the skills of clarifying and supporting, 
and (c) bridge information gaps (i.e., each student has information the other doesn’t 
have, as in jigsaw activities).

Develop conversation skills in all activities. Key conversation skills are: posing a 
buildable idea and building it up by clarifying (paraphrasing, questioning, defining) and 
supporting (using strong evidence, examples, reasoning), and (when arguing or 
deciding) evaluating and choosing. When students are the listening partners in a pair-
share, teachers can remind them to ask at least one clarifying or supporting question to 
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their partner. This helps to make clarifying and supporting more automatic in 
everything that students do. 

Foster collaborative argumentation. When arguing, don’t have students focus on  
“winning” or convincing others that they are wrong. Collaborative argumentation, by 
contrast, focuses on objectively seeking the side that presents the strongest evidence on 
an issue. In a collaborative argument, students park any initial opinions in the back of 
their minds and enter the conversation ready to listen and change their position along 
the continuum—if new information convinces them to do so. The teacher encourages 
students to start a conversation with “Which side should we build up first?” instead of  
“I think that….” Students proceed to work together to build up both sides as much as 
possible, sharing what they know for both sides. Students then evaluate the weight of 
evidence on both sides to decide which one weighs more. They can use an argument 
balance scale organizer (2D or 3D) to show this and to scaffold their conversations 
(Zwiers, 2019a).   

Argument Balance Scale

DO model and provide new language 
to help students clarify and support 

ideas. (e.g., provide a few optional sentence 
starters such as What do you mean by…?Can 
you give an example of…?).

DO DON’T overuse sentence frames. 
Students often feel more empowered if 

they use their own words most of the time. 
The goal is authentic conversation with some 
strategically provided language supports. 

DON’T

Based on the research and ELSF guidelines, we suggest the following:

DO spend time on crafting robust and 
engaging conversation prompts that 

help support co-construction of ideas (Work 
with your partner to come up with… Why did 
this... ? How does this apply to… ? What did the 
author mean by…? What is the most influential 
cause of…? Jointly come up with a powerful way 
to explain...)

DO DON’T expect students to have high 
quality conversations if they are asked 

to come up with short, expected answers. For 
example, for high quality math conversa-
tions, have them co-construct concepts that 
the problems are supporting (e.g., What is a 
fraction? What is a ratio? How can we use 
multiplication in life?)

DON’T
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It is recommended that 
these practices be part 
of a comprehensive 
approach to EL 
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isolation as laid out in 
our Guidelines for 
Improving English 
Language Arts Materials 
for English Learners.
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DO use a variety of modes to prepare 
students for sharing different 

information in conversations (e.g., jigsaw 
reading, math word problems, science 
experiment hypotheses and conclusions, 
etc.). For example, have each student in a pair 
read a different account or perspective on an 
event in history and try to come up with a 
conclusion on what really happened.

DO focus on meaning-making and 
idea-building, using a variety of  

language (1st, 2nd, 3rd) and communication 
methods (e.g., visuals and gestures.). For 
example, students can use an idea-building 
visual before and after conversations, and the 
teacher can provide feedback to students on 
their idea building. 

DO have students collaboratively argue 
to objectively build up both sides 

together and choose the strongest position. 
“Seek the truth; not to win.” For example, a 
teacher might have pairs work together to 
find evidence in support of each side of the 
question of whether or not students should 
use social media.  

DO spend lots of time (all year) 
observing and listening in on student 

conversations for their strengths and needs 
in: use of conversation skills, content 
understandings, empathy, and nonverbal 
cues. You can even use a simple checklist of 
conversation skills (e.g., Built on another’s 
idea, Asked a clarifying question) to help  
students listen to each others’ conversations 
and coach each other on their strengths and 
needs.   

DO foster a mindset in which students 
are building up ideas and seeking the 

truth in an argument situation. (e.g. Decide as 
a team what strategy would be the most efficient 
way to...) 

DO

DO

DO

DO

DO

DON’T (a) make students converse 
about topics before they have enough 

to talk about, and (b) don’t have students 
converse if they don’t have enough different 
information to share with one another. For 
example, if all students have read the same 
text on bats, they won’t need to share much 
information from the text with each other.

DON’T  focus on correct—or even 
academic—grammar and vocabulary.  

Let the engaging task of building or deciding 
push students to use increasingly clear 
language as they work to make meaning in 
collaboration with their peers.

DON’T focus on competitive argumen-
tation in which students choose a side 

(often prematurely or in a biased manner) 
and try to win at all costs. 

DON’T forget to model and scaffold 
conversation skills in a wide range of 

ways to meet the needs of your students (e.g. 
manipulatives, counters, cards, sticky notes, 
building blocks, scales, graphic organizers) 
to help remind students to take multiple 
turns building up an idea. Especially useful 
are large Mega blocks or Duplo Lego blocks 
because students can use a dry erase marker 
to write directly on the block.  

DON’T foster a culture in which 
students think of conversations as 

competitive arguments in which they just 
talk to “win.”

DON’T

DON’T

DON’T

DON’T

DON’T

DO include newcomers in academic 
conversations, especially in pairs. 

Support listening and talking with visuals 
For example, in a collaborative argument 
conversation about social media, model for 
all students how to smile, nod, use eye 
contact, and note-taking on an argument 
balance scale organizer. Act out key terms 
that they will use in the organizer.  

DO DON’T just use class discussions and 
small groups as academic conversa-

tions. Students need to interact in pairs to 
practice talking and listening in real time 
idea-building.

DON’T
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