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A preliminary statement of philosophy: The key to a creating a classroom where student voice is valued and meaningful discussions can take place is in the notion of “relationship.” Nearly every problem, even the most seemingly intractable, can be addressed through the lens of relationship. Students want to feel valued by their teachers. Teachers who take the time and energy to create relationships with their students find that much of what follows comes more easily and naturally.
1. 
Creating a classroom environment for student voice and discussion begins on the very first day of class. This might be the start of the school year, the start of a new term, or if you’ve decided you need to change the existing culture in your classroom. This last situation is the hardest as “old habits die hard.” It’s a worthy investment of time.  Fixing a broken community is much harder than creating a new, positive community.
2.
Nancy and Theodore Sizer titled a book about teaching The Students Are Watching.  It’s a worthwhile book and the message is that what we do as teachers is far more powerful than what we say. So, the very first day do an activity with your students. Too often, teachers spend most of the first class period telling students that the classroom will be active and engaging and that their voices will be important. It’s what we say, but what the students experience is more teacher talk and passive listening. Instead, structure a brainstorming activity in small groups or some other engaging strategy that gets students moving and talking. Give basic expectations. The good news is that most students, even some of the most recalcitrant, are trying to behave on the first day. Hope springs eternal! Use student voice in this first activity and hold off until the latter part of the period to go over course syllabi or other expectations and rules. Regarding expectations and rules, every class should have expectations (what we EXPECT of each other) not rules (how I as the authority TELL you to behave!)  These can be created collaboratively with both the teacher and students sharing what each expects as members of this new community. This doesn’t diminish teacher authority; rather, it helps to send a message that “we” are in this classroom to work together and it takes all of us to do that! Students should have an opportunity to include in the expectations what they expect of me as the teacher (listening, also being respectful, whatever).  
3.
Spend time each period the first week engaging students and using small groups and rehearsing your expectations of engagement and voice. See below for some concrete ideas to help make this happen. You might worry that you’re not covering content as rigorously as you fear you need to, but research into student behavior indicates that time teaching and reinforcing and modeling behavior expectations pays off with better content learning down the road. It takes practice and time for students to become familiar and comfortable with collaborative talk, using small groups effectively, and finding their voice.

4.
Collaborative talk shifts the primary audience for students from the teacher to fellow classmates. Traditionally, only the teacher “counts” as an audience because he/she is determining the appropriateness of answers. When student talk is valued, students come to talk with each other and know that the teacher is valuing the skills of discourse in addition to discrete right or wrong answers.  Thus, the effective use of small groups and collaborative talk shifts “power” and control in the classroom. Teachers have to trust that productive work is being done outside of their constant range of hearing and should plan accountability into the discussion/activity where needed (i.e., an exit ticket or something). Students have to begin to “own” their learning and trust that meaning can come from interactions with peers. Teachers need to accept that they will not have 100% control over the content of the discussions. On the other hand, they are empowering their students to engage in the sorts of conversations that we hope will take place throughout their lives in the “real” world.

5.
Here are some concrete suggestions for working with small groups.

•Use small groups of various sizes from the first or second day and explicitly teach the discussion skills and expectations you have for small group work. Start by having the class list ideas for what makes a small group discussion productive, what behaviors are desired (and to be avoided!) in small groups, and even practicing phrases such as “I’m interested in what Amelia has to say…” or “Let’s each give our opinion first before coming up with the solution…” Model appropriate body language in the small group and perhaps even exaggerate it!  This is also a great time to start modeling and explaining ELL learner best practices (modeled talk, sentence frames, think-pair-share, etc.).  Don’t assume that your students come knowing how to have a productive discussion! 

•Don’t make discussions a “Friday afternoon” thing! If discussions are relegated to the last bit of the week, students come to understand that they are of little real importance or value in the classroom. Discussion should permeate your instruction and lessons each and every day in some fashion.

•Take the time to be sure that the physical arrangement of the small groups is conducive to the work of the small group. This means arranging desks or chairs so all are facing each other, making them sufficiently close so members can hear each other, trying to keep groups from being too close to each other to reduce “cross group” misbehavior.  In this initial phase, don’t count on students to “move your chairs into small groups” without your help and guidance. Or, have the room set up in small groups when students come into class.

•Be vigilant in walking among and listening to small groups.  Scan the room for off task behaviors, challenge groups that say they’re “done” when there should still be active engagement. Listen to students without interrupting and then, as appropriate, push the group to extend their thinking. Help students know that they are fully accountable for their behaviors and thinking while IN the small group.

•Make the conversation in the small group meaningful and engaging. Do this by providing a handout with interesting questions for the group to explore or assigning different questions/topics to each group and have them present their best thinking to the class.  Use the following phrase before starting the small groups off: “I’ve given you more to think about and discuss than you could possibly do in the time provided…so no group should say they are done until I call time!”  On the other hand, sometimes the work of the small group is more narrow, perhaps to compare homework or quickly list ideas for a larger discussion, so assign an appropriate time for the task completion. When in doubt, give less rather than more time. It’s good to hear “we’re not done yet!”

•Begin with smaller amounts of time in the small groups and focus on the behaviors of the groups after discussing the substance of the work. Extend time as students become more comfortable with small groups and as you feel more confident in their abilities to stay engaged with both each other and their task.  It might take several weeks of practice for students to be able to work productively in small groups for 10-15 minutes. Quick turn and talks are a good foundation for this and provide ELLs a chance to practice a response before they might share whole group!

•Continue to use small groups and collaborative talk on a regular basis and reinforce and remind students of the expected behaviors each time you assign a small group task. Just like classroom management, collaborative talk and small group expectations need to be consistently and frequently modeled and practiced.

Post and discuss “norms” for small group discussions. For example:

•Whenever you have discussions. Have the attitude that I WANT TO TALK WITH AND LEARN FROM MY CLASSMATES

•Listen to understand, to extend, and to clarify…ask questions that help you and your group members do so more productively!


•Be curios and make connections between new and old learning


• Communicate engaged listening and respect though your body language and demeanor

•It is YOUR conversation and learning…not a performance for a grade


•Every member in the conversation has voice and is invited to speak and share


•Every member of the group asks questions and pushes the group’s thinking


•Everyone speaks thoughtfully--avoiding “…and stuff” or “…blah, blah”


•Everyone cares about the learning of everyone else


Think about how you want to create small groups. For some teachers, it’s easiest to simply count off by the number of small groups rather than making explicit selections of students. These small groups will have a random assortment of members. Other teachers, due to classroom dynamics, find it best to form small groups in advance and read off the members. This allows a conscious distribution of students who may or may not work well with one another. Some teachers create long term small groups and need only direct students to “gather in your assigned groups for the following work.” Sometimes you might want to group homogenously for “skills” based work so that students can support each other within that skill level.  You might make heterogeneous groupings for more open, critical thinking work where the level of a particular skill is not a hindrance to productive participation.  

Ask small groups periodically to self-assess their work. This can be accomplished using a variety of tools that ask about member behaviors and individual contributions. Use these as opportunities to have the entire class reflect on its growing skill in small group discussion. 

6.
Sometimes, small groups and larger discussions aren’t “working” very well. Here are some possible situations and ideas for improving the quality of those discussions. 
· What if no one is talking? At first, wait time is a good strategy. Be patient and expect that a student will venture an idea. You nearly always have a student in the class who can’t stand the wait time and will get things moving! Time goes slowly when waiting. Let yourself be OK with the ticking of the clock! If, after 30 seconds (an eternity!) there is still no student contribution. Ask students to turn to their neighbor and talk with them about the question you’ve asked. Then, ask one partner to tell the group what his/her partner and he/she talked about. Continue until volunteers start to participate.  Another option is to ask a question and then do a “whip around” where you start with one student and go one by one around the circle with the expectation that each student will share an idea or comment. From this, you can then return to things students contributed to build a larger discussion. You can also, in advance, find out which students prefer to be called on in discussions and which ones are averse to being called on. Call on those who prefer that; ask those who don’t how you’re going to get their voice into the conversation. 
· What if a student or a couple of students dominate the conversation? At first, gently and with appreciation for the participation, ask the student to please wait so that others can participate. Tell them to write down their ideas so they don’t get “lost.” In the midst of the discussion, be careful to maintain the student’s dignity, but be clear that now is a time to share the discussion space more broadly. Later, meet with the student and create a plan where, for example, he/she will be allowed to ONLY speak three times during the next class discussion or small group activity. With younger students it is good to give them something tangible to trade in when speaking like a cube or chip or something.  You might give everyone two or three talking pieces with each student required to speak or add something exactly that many times.  It’s an interesting piece of accountability for both big talkers and small talkers. Suggest strategies for not going crazy not speaking such as writing ideas down or listening for your ideas to be contributed by others or writing down “feeling words” to describe what’s going on for you. After the discussion or small group work, be sure to meet to discuss how this went and whether the plan needs to be continued or modified. Be assured that this “problem” will not go away immediately. Some students need to think while talking and that’s fine. It just can’t get in the way of other students doing participating in discussions.

· What if a student never participates? Often, some students are satisfied listening and are “plugged into” the conversations, but feel no need to verbalize their ideas or thinking. In general, that’s fine and is how many individuals confront discussion situations. However, it’s also important to provide “mandatory opportunities” for these students to participate in discussions and small group conversations. Like above, meet one on one and create a plan. How many times do you expect the student to say something? How will that be accomplished? Maybe by having a friend invite the student into the conversation after a nudge or maybe by agreeing on a cue that allows the teacher to call on the student. The goal isn’t to make the student into a blabbermouth, but rather to provide opportunities to verbalize thinking and develop greater comfort sharing ideas in social settings.  A good strategy for ELL students is to give them a question, or prompt before the discussion so they can have time to think about what they might say, and then give them a chance to practice the response before the discussion. 
· What if students are all talking at the same time and not listening? On the one hand, be excited that students are engaged and want to participate! Then, get the class quieted down and perhaps tell them to turn to a partner and give time for discussions in pairs. After a couple of minutes, call the group back together and set a norm that only one person can talk at a time and listening is as important as talking. Hold to those expectations as students start to engage in the discussion.  If they aren’t listening to each other, require that they briefly summarize what the previous speaker said before adding their own contribution.  It’s always appropriate to stop the discussion and be clear that the classroom norms of participation, etc. are not being adhered to. Pause, let everyone be quiet for several moments and then start back up. It might take several times doing this for there to be some impact. It might take several days or weeks. The good news is that the students want to be engaged. Leverage that! Things like talking sticks, or a ball or wad of paper can be a good structure for this type of problem.  
· What if a student uses inappropriate or intolerant language?  This is hard!! It’s usually best to both name the inappropriate behavior and not give it too much power or influence in the classroom. Gently stop the discussion and state that the language or reference isn’t appropriate in our classroom. Refer to your classroom norms and rules as needed. A student might challenge this and say something like “what’s wrong with that…it’s true!” Here is a decision point…and a difficult one. It might be best to state that the offending language is not up for discussion. We’ve agreed upon rules about what is or isn’t appropriate in our classroom. If you want to explore this in greater depth, we can talk outside of class, but “my” job is to insure a safe and respectful learning environment.  Another option is to decide that the issue of the language or reference is worth exploring in greater depth and you “table” the planned discussion to explore what the students are saying in greater depth IF that is within the boundaries of your larger school community AND IF the students are willing and able to do so respectfully. 

Thank you to Peter Zola for his insights, especially for working with ELL students.
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