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  Overview 

• A predicament: conflicting ideologies and practices of dialogic 
pedagogy and pupil “ability”   
 How do teachers and pupils manage this conflict?   

• Theoretical frame: Identity at different time-scales, 
consequences for learning 

• “Low ability” as a key social category in schooling 

• Three models for coping with “low ability” pupils: 

• Differentiated teaching: “easy questions” for “low ability” pupils 

• Differentiated teaching within a collectivist classroom community 

• Non-differentiated teaching 

• Discussion: So what? 



The Towards Dialogue study 

 1. Abbeyford Primary Junior School, 11/2008-7/2009 

2. 7 classrooms (Y5 & Y6), 73 lessons, 19 workshops 

3. Investigation of – 

a) Classroom interactional patterns  

b) Teacher reflection on video 

c) Continuity and change in classroom dialogue 

4. Linguistic ethnographic perspective 



A few words about (our approach to) dialogue 

 
• Talk shapes thinking; thinking is talk internalised 

• Dialogue (operational definition): Talk which stimulates 
thinking, makes thinking public, and refines thinking* 

 *Good thinking: independent, engaged, critical; makes 
connections; responsive to ideas / evidence; and more 

• Conditions that enable dialogic talk 

• stance toward knowledge 

• social and power relations 

• voice, ownership 

• interactional norms or ground rules 



The predicament: dialogue and ability 

“Well, it depends on the ability of the children. You've got 
two children who are quite bright and articulate, but you've 
got a lot of the class that are not.  And asking them to take 
over, you wouldn't get the same sort of dialogic [teaching 
and learning] going on.”   
 

“I do think it works better for the middle and above, and you 
can see that from the details in the answers.” 

 

“The conversation skills that [the low ability pupils] need are 
just so far out of their rein.” 



Identity and Learning 

  • Identity co-constructed, negotiated, in interaction 

• Stanton Wortham’s (2006) framework:  
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• Identity and learning 

• Identities shape participation in learning practices, 
and are shaped by them (Wortham; Wenger) 
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“Low ability” as key social category 

  • Roots in the idea of “intelligence” as a general, 
inherited and fixed set of cognitive abilities  
(e.g. Gould, 1981) 

• Institutionalised in English education: levels, targets, 
tests, setting, etc. 

• Practices: differentiation, exclusion and competition  

• Robust local model: “If they ain’t clever, they ain’t 
clever” (cf. Reay 2006) 



Robust local model:  
“If they ain’t clever, they ain’t clever” 

  
say you – in your SATs and in your whole life 

you- you were like doing level 3s and everything 

you’re not going to make them (.) a good job 

because you’re not- they’re not capable 

if they’re not capable you can’t just say, 

“oh sorry I feel sorry for them 

“oh sorry we’ll give you the job just because we feel sorry for you” 

and they’ll do-  

and they’ll do the job wrong 

you’ll get someone who’s clever, done their work 

and give them a good job 

and the other people 

if they ain’t clever then they ain’t clever 



Ability-based educational practices contested 

  • “Ability” not a fixed, wholly psychological trait, but rather a 
product of pupils’ interaction with their environment (e.g. 
McDermott & Gospodinoff 1979; Mehan, 1996) 

• Grouping by ability harmful for pupil identities and learning 
(e.g. Boaler, Wiliam & Brown 2000; Ireson & Hallam, 2009; 
Oakes, 1985) 

• Competitive classroom life can be detrimental to pupil 
motivation and learning (e.g. Johnson & Johnson, 1999; 
Kohn, 1986; Varenne & McDermott, 1998) 

• An alternative: dialogic pedagogy as inclusive, supportive & 
egalitarian (e.g. Alexander, 2005; Lefstein & Snell, 2011) 



Coping with “low ability” in a dialogic school: three models 

  1. Differentiated teaching: “easy” questions for “low ability” 
pupils (apparently, the most common model) 
a) Perceived underachievers less likely to participate in whole-class 

discussion (Myhill, 2002) 

b) When they do participate they are more likely to engage in 
“unproductive” interactions with the teacher (Black, 2004) 

c) Unproductive interactions can impact negatively on pupil identity 
(Reay, 2006; Varenne & McDermott, 1998; Wortham, 2006) 

2. Differentiated teaching within a collectivist classroom 
community 

3. Non-differentiated teaching 



Extract 1 – Differentiated teaching:  
“easy questions” for “low ability” pupils 
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ALMOST NEVER: 

“My ideas are treated as being just as important in this class as 

other pupils’ ideas” 

“I have many chances to talk in English lessons” 



Extract 2 – Differentiated teaching within  
a collectivist classroom community 
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any idea (line 13) anything (line 16) any way (line 15) anything basic (line 18) nothing (line 33) no (lines 34, 35) 



Appeal made to Hayden’s knowledge (lines 48-49) 

Hayden’s knowledge used to challenge the teacher (lines 53-54) 



Projecting a masculine identity? (cf. Myhill 2002) 



 
 

Extract 3 – Non-differentiated teaching 



 
 

Extract 3 – Non-differentiated teaching 



 
 



So what?  

  

1. Wider pedagogical discourse (e.g. about ability) significantly shapes 
the way that instructional methods (e.g. dialogue) are appropriated 

2. Pedagogical philosophies – dialogic pedagogy and differentiation by 
“ability” – are critical for local contextualisation of identity models 

3. Dialogic pedagogy has complicated implications for identity work:  
• Inclusive, egalitarian, caring, non-competitive environment, but 
• Emphasis on oral discourse, full participation and cognitive 

challenge also potentially threatening 

4. Two alternatives to the dominant model of differentiating teaching 
for “low ability” pupils by posing “easy” questions 

5. Co-construction: pupils play critical role in constructing identity, 
instruction  

6. What are the conditions necessary for alternative models to 
develop?  

 

 


