
 

 



 

 

TESS-India (Teacher Education through School-based Support) aims to improve the classroom practices of 

elementary and secondary teachers in India through the provision of Open Educational Resources (OERs) to 

support teachers in developing student-centred, participatory approaches. The TESS-India OERs provide 

teachers with a companion to the school textbook. They offer activities for teachers to try out in their 

classrooms with their students, together with case studies showing how other teachers have taught the 

topic and linked resources to support teachers in developing their lesson plans and subject knowledge.  

The TESS- India OERs are supported by a set of ten key resources. These key resources, which apply to all 

subjects and levels, offer teachers further practical guidance on key practices in the pedagogy modelled in 

TESS-India OER and India policy. They include ways of organising students, learning activities and teacher–

student and student–student interactions. Excerpts from these key resources will be inserted into the 

OERs. They will also be available on the website for teachers and teacher educators. 

TESS-India is led by The Open University UK and funded by the UK government. 
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Talk for learning  

Why talk for learning is important  

Talk is a part of human development that helps us to think, learn and make sense of the world. People use 

language as a tool for developing reasoning, knowledge and understanding. Therefore, encouraging 

students to talk as part of their learning experiences will mean that their educational progress is enhanced. 

Talking about the ideas being learnt means that:  

 those ideas are explored 

 reasoning is developed and organised 

 as such, students learn more. 

In a classroom there are different ways to use student talk, ranging from rote repetition to higher-order 

discussions. 

Traditionally, teacher talk was dominant and was more valued than students’ talk or knowledge. However, 

using talk for learning involves planning lessons so that students can talk more and learn more in a way that 

makes connections with their prior experience. It is much more than a question and answer session between 

the teacher and their students, in that the students’ own language, ideas, reasoning and interests are given 

more time. Most of us want to talk to someone about a difficult issue or in order to find out something, and 

teachers can build on this instinct with well-planned activities. 

Planning talk for learning activities in the classroom 

Planning talking activities is not just for literacy and vocabulary lessons; it is also part of planning 

mathematics and science work and other topics. It can be planned into whole class, pair or groupwork, 

outdoor activities, role play-based activities, writing, reading, practical investigations, and creative work. 

Even young students with limited literacy and numeracy skills can demonstrate higher-order thinking skills 

if the task is designed to build on their prior experience and is enjoyable. For example, students can make 

predictions about a story, an animal or a shape from photos, drawings or real objects. Students can list 

suggestions and possible solutions about problems to a puppet or character in a role play.  

Plan the lesson around what you want the students to learn and think about, as well as what type of talk you 

want students to develop. Some types of talk are exploratory, for example: ‘What could happen next?’, 

‘Have we seen this before?’, ‘What could this be?’ or ‘Why do you think that is?’ Other types of talk are more 

analytical, for example weighing up ideas, evidence or suggestions. 

Try to make it interesting, enjoyable and possible for all students to participate in dialogue. Students need 

to be comfortable and feel safe in expressing views and exploring ideas without fear of ridicule or being 

made to feel they are getting it wrong.  
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Building on students’ talk  

Talk for learning gives teachers opportunities to:  

 listen to what students say 

 appreciate and build on students’ ideas  

 encourage the students to take it further.  

Not all responses have to be written or formally assessed, because developing ideas through talk is a 

valuable part of learning. You should use their experiences and ideas as much as possible to make their 

learning feel relevant. The best student talk is exploratory, which means that the students explore and 

challenge one another’s ideas so that they can become confident about their responses. Groups talking 

together should be encouraged not to just accept an answer, whoever gives it. You can model challenging 

thinking in a whole class setting through your use of probing questions like ‘Why?’, ‘How did you decide 

that?’ or ‘Can you see any problems with that solution?’ You can walk around the classroom listening to 

groups of students and extending their thinking by asking such questions.  

Your students will be encouraged if their talk, ideas and experiences are valued and appreciated. Praise 

your students for their behaviour when talking, listening carefully, questioning one another, and learning 

not to interrupt. Be aware of members of the class who are marginalised and think about how you can 

ensure that they are included. It may take some time to establish ways of working that allow all students to 

participate fully.  

Encourage students to ask questions themselves  

Develop a climate in your classroom where good challenging questions are asked and where students’ ideas 

are respected and praised. Students will not ask questions if they are afraid of how they will be received or 

if they think their ideas are not valued. Inviting students to ask the questions encourages them to show 

curiosity, asks them to think in a different way about their learning and helps you to understand their point 

of view.  

You could plan some regular group or pair work, or perhaps a ‘student question time’ so that students can 

raise queries or ask for clarification. You could: 

 entitle a section of your lesson ‘Hands up if you have a question’ 

 put a student in the hot-seat and encourage the other students to question that student as if they 

were a character, e.g. Pythagoras or Mirabai 

 play a ‘Tell Me More’ game in pairs or small groups 

 give students a question grid with who/what/where/when/why questions to practise basic enquiry 

 give the students some data (such as the data available from the World Data Bank, e.g. the 

percentage of children in full-time education or exclusive breastfeeding rates for different 

countries), and ask them to think of questions you could ask about this data 

 design a question wall listing the students’ questions of the week.  

You may be pleasantly surprised at the level of interest and thinking that you see when students are freer 

to ask and answer questions that come from them. As students learn how to communicate more clearly and 

accurately, they not only increase their oral and written vocabulary, but they also develop new knowledge 

and skills. 



Key resource; Talk for learning 

 

  www.TESS-India.edu.in 3 

Acknowledgements 

This content is made available under a Creative Commons Attribution-ShareAlike licence 

(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/), unless identified otherwise. The licence excludes the 

use of the TESS-India, OU and UKAID logos, which may only be used unadapted within the TESS-India 

project. 

Every effort has been made to contact copyright owners. If any have been inadvertently overlooked the 

publishers will be pleased to make the necessary arrangements at the first opportunity. 

Key resources include contributions from: Deborah Cooper, Beth Erling, Jo Mutlow, Clare Lee, Kris 

Stutchbury, Freda Wolfenden and Sandhya Paranjpe. 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/

