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ARTICLE 2 





Teaching talk for learning during co-located microblogging 

activities 

Amundrud, Rasmussen and Warwick 

Abstract 
This study investigates the situated practices associated with the establishment of a dialogic 

classroom ethos, viewed as an interactional achievement. Our analysis focuses on the details 

of how one teacher attempted to engage students with the purposes and practices of talk for 

learning during co-located microblogging activities. Our analysis reveals the range of digital 

and traditional resources used to weave talk rules, created together with the students, into the 

fabric of classroom interactions. As part of the analysis, we examine the students' uptake of the 

practices appropriate to talk for learning in peer group interactions during co-located 

microblogging activities. Through our analysis and illustrations of the unfolding trajectory of 

a lesson, we consider how this interactional work is played out in a multimodal, technology-

rich classroom. This article adds to our understanding of how jointly established talk rules can 

contribute to the development of a dialogic classroom ethos when using digital technologies. 

The significance of this analysis lies in its demonstration of how microblogs became a 

collective scaffold and how microblogging changed the mode of interaction in the classroom. 

This research extends our understanding of how teachers can use a specific digital technology 

like microblogging to promote students' engagement in talk for learning, a matter of importance 

in increasingly digitalised schools. 

 

Keywords: classroom talk, dialogue, education, microblogging, talk rules 

 

 
 
  



  

 
 
 

1. Introduction 
An increasing number of studies have highlighted the importance of teaching students 

how to use talk to express themselves, think collectively, co-construct knowledge and 

understanding, and solve problems together in the classroom (Howe et al., 2019; Muhonen et 

al., 2018). Students who are taught how to engage in such talk seem to perform better in terms 

of critical thinking, collaborative problem-solving, reading comprehension, and achievement 

on math and English tests (Howe & Abedin, 2013; Kuhn, 2015; Lawrence & Snow, 2010; 

Mercer, 2019). However, much of the associated research reveals that today, there is limited 

focus on teaching students how to engage in such talk for learning in classrooms (Gilje et al., 

2016; Howe et al., 2019). We also know that teachers struggle with establishing the type of 

dialogic classroom ethos that encourages talk for learning due to various issues, such as lack 

of experience and concrete resources, time constraints, and challenges stemming from the 

presence of digital technologies (Hennessy & Davies, 2019; Mercer et al., 2019; Muhonen, et 

al., 2018; Park et al., 2017). Therefore, we argue that more knowledge is needed regarding the 

ways in which teachers establish the dialogic classroom ethos needed to engage students in talk 

for learning. 

To address this concern, we investigate in detail how one teacher, who is engaged in 

the establishment of a dialogic classroom ethos, conducts her work in the context of new digital 

technology. We acknowledge that digital technology, when used in line with appropriate 

pedagogy, can be a powerful tool for potentially supporting and encouraging students' 

engagement in talk for learning (Major et al., 2018). However, we recognise that using digital 

technologies in the classroom can also introduce more complexity, even to the point of 

hindering classroom learning (Blikstad-Balas, 2015; Sana et al., 2013). In addition, the ways 

in which students are used to interacting with other people by using technology (e.g. via social 

media sites, messaging and chats) is likely to differ from the high-quality talk for learning that 

is accepted in the classroom (Lantz-Andersson, 2016; Staarman, 2009). Therefore, teachers 

need to focus on the ways in which students in the classroom should engage in talk for learning 

while using digital technology, as the use of technology (including platforms that offer 

messaging and chat functionalities) in classrooms continues to increase (Säljö, 2018). 

Naturally, teachers also need supportive tools and examples of practices that enhance and 

promote students' engagement in talk for learning in digital contexts (Mercer et al., 2019). 

These issues are addressed in the present study, which considers the situated practices 

associated with establishing a dialogic classroom ethos as an interactional achievement, using 



  

 
 
 

both the idea of talk rules and a specific digital technology, particularly co-located 

microblogging. 

In recent studies, microblogging has been reported to be a promising tool for supporting 

classroom talk (Omland et al., 2019; Warwick et al., 2020). The microblogging tool used in 

this study is called 'Talkwall' and has been specifically designed to support talk for learning.1 

Talkwall is a co-located microblogging tool, meaning that it is intended to be used in real time 

with students in the classroom. The tool was developed as part of a larger research project 

called Digitalised Dialogues Across the Curriculum (DiDiAC), which focused on the 

development of teaching practices that promote talk for learning in the context of using 

Talkwall. In this article we present the work of one teacher, who participated in the DiDiAC 

project, and her class of 23 lower secondary students from a school located in Oslo, Norway. 

We address the following research questions: 

 In what ways did the teacher make relevant for the students the purposes and practices 

of talk for learning during co-located microblogging activities? 

 What was the students' uptake of the practices of talk for learning during group 

interactions? 

Our aim is to broaden scholarly understanding of how jointly established talk rules can help 

develop a dialogic classroom ethos and hence foster students' engagement in talk for learning 

when using digital technologies that may change some modes of interaction in the classroom. 

In our presentation of the results, we include modified images to illustrate the excerpts in 

realistic settings while following the relevant anonymisation regulations. We believe that 

modified images can contribute to our field of research by providing clarity and demonstrating 

the rigorous process of analysing multiple levels of interaction. 

2. Theoretical underpinnings and review of research 
2.1 Situated practices associated with the establishment of a dialogic classroom ethos 

Sociocultural research for decades has emphasised the importance of scaffolding 

language development and social interactions (Bruner, 1978; Wertsch, 1998; Wood et al., 

1976). Scaffolding involves a specific form of support that should be both contingent, meaning 

that it is flexible regarding the learner's developmental level, and temporary, meaning that the 

scaffolds are gradually removed. Although initial scaffolding studies entailed one adult and 

 
 
1 https://talkwall.uio.no/ 



  

 
 
 

one child, later studies have emphasised that scaffolding can be provided both by peers and 

tools (Fernández et al., 2002; Warwick et al., 2010) or in the form of the teachers' educational 

design (Cazden, 2001). Wood et al. (1976) identified six properties that characterise how 

scaffolding from a more capable person functions for the learner. Later, Pea (2004) suggested 

that there are two primary groups of scaffolding properties: (1) channelling and focusing as 

well as (2) modelling (Pea, 2004). Channelling and focusing refer to the way in which learners 

are directed towards completing a task by the reduction of their associated degrees of freedom 

and the provision of constraints. Modelling refers to ways of demonstrating and describing 

more advanced procedures for performing a particular task (Pea, 2004). These are concepts 

that we use in our analysis. 

Within sociocultural research, especially studies focusing on the role of dialogue, the 

way in which students talk together in the classroom is central. Research has highlighted the 

benefits of teaching students educationally productive ways of talking (e.g. Mercer et al., 1999; 

Wells, 2009). This well-established idea, broadly referred to as dialogic teaching, has been 

variously interpreted (Kim & Wilkinson, 2019), yet there is general agreement that in order for 

students to engage in talk for learning, the classroom ethos is a central concern. The creation 

of a dialogic classroom ethos and the explicit teaching of talk skills can foster students' 

development of talk for learning (Alexander, 2020). In this article we refer to a dialogic 

classroom ethos as a setting that provides students with opportunities to express themselves, 

think collectively, co-construct knowledge and understanding, and solve problems together. In 

other words, a key objective is to develop a classroom ethos that encourages students to 

participate in discussions in which they can think and construct new knowledge together 

(Mercer & Littleton, 2007; Wells, 2009). This requires an open and secure classroom where 

more than one voice or perspective is promoted (Alexander, 2020) and an environment in 

which students feel relatively at ease and unafraid of being aggressively contradicted or 

mocked (Barnes, 1976). 

One way of establishing a dialogic classroom ethos is to negotiate guiding principles 

associated with how to approach talk. The development of talk rules is a specific example of 

how this can be done. Together, students and teachers develop a set of basic norms for 

classroom talk, which are to be used when students talk and collaboratively solve problems 

(Mercer & Littleton, 2007) and when the teacher models such talk when interacting with 

students. The talk rules embody the characteristics of exploratory talk (Barnes & Todd, 1976; 

Mercer & Littleton, 2007) and accountable talk (Michaels et al., 2008), with the overall 



  

 
 
 

intention for people to engage in forms of talk that are productive for sharing ideas and co-

creating joint perspectives. Talk rules can, for example, be that students are encouraged to share 

all ideas, provide the reasoning behind any opinions stated and listen respectfully to each other. 

It is important to note that exploratory forms of talk are, of course, not the only kind of talk in 

a classroom. There are, for example, authoritative talk, instructional talk and talk around 

behaviour management (Mortimer & Scott, 2003). All these forms of talk are important; 

however, there is usually less dialogic talk in classrooms than there might be if a dialogic ethos 

have been established. 

That said, simply creating and introducing talk rules are not enough to ensure students' 

uptake of what counts as talk for learning. Studies have shown that students need to be guided 

and advised in this regard. The talk rules should be applied in authentic contexts and must be 

integrated with tasks and activities in meaningful ways (Mercer & Littleton, 2007; Warwick et 

al., 2020). Moreover, these talk rules should always reflect the classroom environment in which 

they are established and should be adjusted or developed if environment changes. 

Regular direct interventions by the teacher, encouraging the use of procedural routines 

such as the focus on talk rules, can help establish these rules in the minds of the students 

(Warwick et al., 2010). 'Thinking Together' is an intervention programme through which (1) 

teachers and students co-create talk rules and (2) the class learns that language is a tool for 

thinking. The programme includes materials and lesson activities to help teachers broaden their 

repertoire of dialogic teaching practices and has been tested in various schools in several 

countries. Multiple studies have demonstrated that this intervention can help students develop 

their use of language in a way that benefits learning (Howe et al., 2019; Littleton & Mercer, 

2013; Mercer & Dawes, 2014; Mercer et al., 2004; Warwick et al., 2010). As mentioned, 

teachers who introduce talk rules, should ensure that these rules always reflect the classroom 

environment in which they are being established. This means, for instance, that when digital 

technology is brought into the classroom the talk rules might need adjustment to be effective 

in the new context. In the following sections, we will review literature that focuses on the ways 

in which digital technology, especially microblogging, can be used to support talk for learning 

and how such technology possibly changes the modes of interaction. 

 

2.2 Talk for learning and co-located microblogging 

It is evident that there is growing interest in the literature regarding the ways that digital 

technology can support students' engagement in talk for learning (Major et al., 2018). Recent 



  

 
 
 

studies have examined the mediating role of various tools, such as microblogging (Rasmussen 

& Hagen, 2015; Warwick et al., 2020) and wikis (Pifarré & Li, 2018), in classroom talk. Pifarré 

and Li (2018) provide empirical evidence from secondary schools about how the combination 

of face-to-face and written interactions with wiki technology support talk for learning. One 

finding is that when two modes of collaboration were combined (i.e. face-to-face interaction 

and written interaction, mediated through wiki technology), the wiki environment afforded the 

emergence of mutual engagement in collaborative thinking. This was because the wiki 

provided a space that collected all the users' contributions. Within this space, the students could 

discuss and reflect on others' ideas. Thus, the wiki became a dialogic space (Wegerif, 2007) 

where different perspectives could interact and learning could take place. Similarly, in another 

study, secondary school students used a co-located microblogging tool called 'Socius' to write 

short summaries that were displayed on a shared screen in the classroom. The study showed 

that microblogging technology made students' thinking visible to each other and opened up a 

dialogic space with new possibilities for classroom talk. Furthermore, the use of technology 

increased participation and seemed to align the students' understanding of the topic with that 

of the teacher, as the whole-class discussions were based on the students' own work and used 

by the teacher to initiate further elaboration (Rasmussen & Hagen, 2015). Moreover, Mercier 

et al. (2015) found that using the microblogging tool Twitter during classroom activities 

increased the amount of on-task talk and allowed instructors to redirect discussions during 

activities. The authors also found that the ability to use the shared representation of the tweets 

to direct the whole-class final conversation allowed for more focused discussions. However, 

using digital technology might also change how students interact with each other and how 

teachers interact with students. In one study, Staarman (2009) found that introducing a new 

digital tool into the classroom changed the nature of interaction and collaboration within it and, 

thereby, required a re-establishment of the class talk rules that were relevant to the new class 

set-up. The study indicates how and why the development and establishment of talk rules can 

benefit students' engagement in talk for learning. Further, the author argues that in the context 

of the use of a new digital tool, the purpose and use of rules for talk require further discussion 

between the teacher and students to re-establish their usefulness in relation to working with the 

new tool. 

 



  

 
 
 

2.3 Positioning of the study 

This brief literature review illustrates how the development of a dialogic classroom 

ethos can be a complex endeavour that demands explicit work from teachers and students in 

creating and maintaining clear guidelines for ways of talking in the classroom. Jointly 

established talk rules can promote students’ talk for learning. It is important that the teacher 

models the use of talk rules in whole-class exchanges (Mercer & Littleton, 2007) and clarifies 

the dialogic intentions for student group work (Warwick et al., 2020); also, adaptations should 

be made with respect to the context and resources such as digital technology (Staarman, 2009). 

The teacher also needs to be persistent in emphasising the jointly created rules so that they 

become a natural part of how the students work together. Central to the current article is the 

investigation of a classroom in which the teacher set out to have a dual focus on actively using 

digital technology and introducing talk rules to foster students' engagement in talk for learning 

in order to create a dialogic classroom ethos. 

3. Methods 
3.1 Context of the study and data 

The teacher and students on whom we focus in this article participated in the design-

based research project DiDiAC. The aim of the research project was to develop teaching 

practices to support students' participation in talk for learning using the microblogging tool 

Talkwall and resources developed from the Thinking Together approach (Mercer et al., 1999). 

Talkwall (Figure 1) was designed to support co-located interactions through both oral and 

written communication. During a lesson, Talkwall is usually displayed to the class with a 

projector or a large screen controlled by the teacher. The students have their own individual or 

group walls that can be accessed and controlled using any device with a web browser. The 

teacher has access to all the participants' walls and the ability to show the class any contribution 

to the shared screen. 

The collected data material from the DiDiAC project consists of 57 video-recorded 

lessons of 14 teachers from Norway and six teachers from the United Kingdom. All lessons 

were recorded using two cameras: one that focused on the teacher and another that focused on 

a group of students. The videos were recorded throughout the span of one semester. The data 

were collected following appropriate guidelines (Norwegian Data Protection Services, 2021). 

The video recordings were transcribed verbatim, analysed in the original language and 



  

 
 
 

translated for the purpose of this article. The Talkwall microblogs were integrated into the 

transcript to determine the role of written contributions in face-to-face talk. 

Figure 1 

Talkwall 

 
An illustration of a student wall on the left-hand side and a teacher wall on the right-hand side 

3.2 Selection of the case 

The selection of the case analysed in the present paper stems from a rigorous analysis 

all the data from the DiDiAC project. This initial part of the analysis was conducted in two 

phases, involving several members of the DiDiAC research team. Together, we coded the 

material on both a minute-by-minute basis and through a turn-by-turn deductive analysis. 

Details of the analytical procedure are described in Appendix A and Major et al. (2022). During 

these initial phases of analysis, the three lessons led by the teacher in focus stood out in terms 

of (1) frequent activity shifts, (2) an active use of Talkwall, (3) a high number of productive 

turns and (4) the ways that this teacher systematically made explicit references to the talk rules 

in every recorded lesson. 

 

3.3 Detailed analyses of the selected case 

Having selected the case, we conducted a thematic analysis of the three lessons by this 

teacher that were recorded, inspired by Braun and Clarke (2006, 2013). We did this by 



  

 
 
 

systematically reviewing the video recordings of the lessons, along with corresponding 

transcripts. Excel and NVivo12 software were used to store and organise the data (see 

Appendix B for an illustration of our minute-by-minute coding process and thematic 

categorisation). All three lessons were examined, and we identified instances in which the 

teacher explicitly referred to ways to talk for learning and/or talk rules. The recordings were 

then viewed again, directing attention to instances with an explicit focus on talk for learning or 

talk rules. In this process we inductively identified five main categories that thematically 

describe the methods that this teacher used to make the purposes and practices of talk for 

learning relevant for the students (see sections 4 and 5). We then selected one lesson for further 

in-depth scrutiny. We chose the lesson, revealed by the thematic analysis, in which the teacher 

used the most varied strategies to engage students in talk for learning. The lesson was therefore 

especially suited to investigating our research questions. 

In further analysis of the selected lesson, we used a video-based sociocultural analysis 

of the interactions (Mercer, 2004), which assumes that digital technology is one of many 

cultural resources that mediate the interactional process (Derry et al., 2010; Mercer, 2008). 

Previous studies, addressing how topics are introduced and picked up, have emphasised the 

importance of investigating learners' interactions across situations and time (Kershner et al., 

2020; Mercer, 2008; Rasmussen, 2012; Twiner et al., 2021). Following these studies, the entire 

lesson was examined. This included the participants' utterances and actions (e.g. contributing 

to Talkwall and displaying Talkwall contributions). We also drew on actions – such as gestures, 

gaze and tone of voice – to clarify references that may have otherwise been ambiguous. 

Our analysis during this phase involved two levels: the trajectory level and the 

interactional level. These levels inform each other, providing insights into how knowledge and 

activities become relevant at specific times and how they stay relevant throughout an activity 

(Rasmussen, 2012). Our unit of analysis was therefore the participants' interactions over time. 

First, we focused on how the teacher worked throughout the trajectory of the lesson to promote 

talk for learning and on the instances that we identified by using thematic analysis. Next, we 

focused on how the students picked up on the teachers' introduction of talk for learning during 

the group work. 

In this process we used the concept of participation trajectory to trace the interactional 

work throughout the lesson to specify the teacher's and students' interactions and their use of 

available resources. This concept provided us with insights into the series of events that might 

have led to progression in the students' way of using the language in productive ways. As 



  

 
 
 

Rasmussen (2012) explains, 'To reflect dynamic changes and to account for the embeddedness 

of learning in and through various temporal and spatial dimensions, participation is often 

combined with trajectories to describe the processes and results of having taken part in 

activities over time' (p. 3334). To achieve analytical precision, the concept of participation 

trajectories needs analytical specification; therefore, we used the concept of scaffolding, as 

described in the theory section. Hence, in our analytical work we focused on the ways in which 

the students' talk for learning was scaffolded by the teacher by reducing the associated degrees 

of freedom and providing constraints, and whether the students talk, and interactions 

demonstrated uptakes of the teacher's attempt to engage students with the purposes and 

practices of talk for learning. 

To provide the reader with a rich contextual description of the lesson, we present a 

storyline of five excerpts, each from a different part of the lesson, in the results section (Figure 

2). The selected whole-class excerpts (1, 3 and 5), taken together, detail the various forms of 

the identified strategies that this teacher uses, as categorised in the thematic analysis. These 

excerpts are meant to demonstrate the variation in this teacher's ways of making relevant for 

the students how to talk together productively. The selected excerpts from the group work (2 

and 4) are representative of how this group interacted throughout the span of the lesson. 

Moreover, they demonstrate, as we identified, the various ways that the microblogging tool 

Talkwall enabled the students to engage in peer group interactions that follow what the teacher 

introduced as talk for learning in this lesson. 

Presenting multiple modes of data material, particularly multimodal resources such as 

Talkwall, comes with certain challenges. These include providing sufficient information about 

the context (Candela et al., 2004). Hence, the five excerpts presented below are multimodal 

and include visual representations of the teacher and students using Talkwall and other 

classroom resources. By presenting modified stills from the video recordings, we provide the 

reader with realistic settings while abiding by strict regulations regarding the anonymisation of 

data. The use of multimodal transcripts also enabled us to explore the complex interweaving 

of multimodal interactions between the students, the teacher and Talkwall (Twiner et al. 2021). 

The following excerpts reveal how the teacher used certain verbal and nonverbal 

resources and what this work looks like in the classroom context. The excerpts were translated 

from Norwegian by the authors and are presented with standard punctuation (Mercer, 2019). 

The double parentheses contain the analyst's comments or descriptions, while the ellipses 



  

 
 
 

indicate that certain portions of the text have been removed due to their lesser relevance in the 

given context. The italicised text indicates text that was read aloud, for instance, from Talkwall. 

4. Results 
4.1 The class and teacher 

The school included in the present study is located in the centre of a large Norwegian 

city, and the participants consisted of 23 students (aged 12–13) and their teacher. The teacher's 

involvement in the DiDiAC project introduced her to the central elements of the Thinking 

Together approach (Mercer et al., 1999), and the teacher and her class developed and agreed 

upon a list of six talk rules, which were displayed on a permanent wall poster. Thus, the teacher 

highlighted in this article was in the process of developing her ideas regarding creating a 

dialogic classroom ethos. The teacher's and the class's development of talk rules followed in 

line with resources suggested in the Thinking Together approach. The teacher and the students 

thus collectively discussed a number of potential talk rules, and through group and whole-class 

discussions, they together agreed upon a list of six talk rules. The development of the talk rules 

was completed about two weeks before the video-recorded lesson. The teacher was familiarised 

with the functionalities offered by Talkwall and the potential uses of microblogging in 

classroom activities. The teacher, however, was unfamiliar with how microblogging could be 

used for educational activities prior to this project. Still, she had previous experience with other 

digital tools. Students in the class had their own iPads and were familiar with their use, both in 

the classroom and at home. In this class the students were placed in groups of three, with each 

group sharing one iPad. The teacher's computer was connected to a whiteboard in front of the 

classroom. 

 

4.2 The lesson objectives and trajectory 

The lesson analysed was on the topic of the Norwegian language, and the subject-

specific objective was to identify the characteristics of different text genres and discuss the 

features of these genres in groups. In addition to the subject-specific objective, the goal was to 

raise the students' awareness of the agreed-upon talk rules to be followed during their 

interactions (Warwick et al., 2020). 

Figure 2 is a timeline of the results of the minute-by-minute coding, representing the 

overall lesson trajectory. An example of the detailed coding of the lesson can be found in 

Appendix B. The learning activities throughout the lesson alternated between group and whole-



  

 
 
 

class interactions using Talkwall. As Figure 2 demonstrates, this lesson was more interactive 

than non-interactive, and Talkwall was used for almost the entire lesson during student-led and 

teacher-led activities. 

 
Figure 2. Lesson timeline 

Part 1 

0–16 min. 

Part 2 

17–24 min. 

Part 3 

26–44 min. 

Part 4 

45–57 min. 

Part 5 

58–64 min. 

Whole class Group Whole class Group Whole 

class 
           

      

 Non-interactive  Interactive 

 Talkwall teacher-led   Talkwall student-led  

The actions performed by the teacher to make the purposes and practices of talk for 

learning relevant for the students varied throughout the lesson and the different activities. 

Through our thematic analysis, we identified multiple strategies that the teacher employed to 

explicitly address the talk rules, using different resources to make them relevant to the students 

in the context of microblogging activities. In the following we present a selection of the various 

strategies identified through the thematic analysis and examples of how the group of students 

picked these up during their interactions. 

 

4.3 The lesson activities 

4.3.1 Part 1: Introducing the learning objectives and modelling productive ways of talk 

The teacher starts the lesson by introducing the learning objectives and the talk rules 

that the class had developed and agreed to follow prior to this lesson. The learning objective 

for the lesson is to raise the students' awareness about the agreed-upon talk rules, which the 

students are expected to pick up on during their interactions. In the current lesson, the teacher 

focuses on three talk rules: (1) asking for everyone's opinion, (2) discussing all alternatives 

before making conclusions and (3) looking at and listening to the person who is talking. A 

complete list of all the talk rules can be found in Appendix C. During the introduction of the 

current lesson, the teacher explains that the reasons for focusing on only three of the rules are 

(1) 'these three are especially important for today's activities' and (2) it is 'too much to 

remember to focus on all six rules at once'. In this excerpt we focus on the teacher, who is 

presenting the lesson objectives using different resources. 



Excerpt 1

Turn Speaker Talk and action

1 Teacher Talking together allows us to 

learn in an extremely effective

way.

The teacher emphasises that how students talk 

together is important for learning. Talk rules in the

'speech bubbles' are displayed on the bulletin board 

behind her.



2 Teacher That is what we want to focus 

on right now. We have 

Norwegian, and the objective 

for this lesson is this

((pointing to the whiteboard)).

It is about language skills, 

how we talk together.

The teacher highlights the three talk rules, which are 

the focus of this lesson and displayed on the 

whiteboard.

3 Teacher And these ((walking towards 

the bulletin board and pointing 

to the talk rules displayed as 

speech bubbles)) are the ones 

we will focus on today.

The teacher is pointing to the talk rules displayed as 

speech bubbles, emphasising the connection 

between the talk rules written on the speech bubbles 

and the conversation openers.

4 Teacher In order for everyone in the 

group to provide their opinion,

it is important to remember 

the question, 'What do you 

think?' ((with repeated 

movement, pointing from 

speech bubble to the linked 

sentence opener)).

The teacher is highlighting the conversation openers

on the whiteboard.

The excerpt begins with the teacher explicitly stating the reasons why talking together 

is important (Turn 1). She reminds the students about the agreed-upon talk rules and making 



  

 
 
 

the practice of language skills a learning objective for the lesson (Turn 2). This is highlighted 

by the three talk rules that were selected and displayed on the whiteboard. The teacher also 

indicates that these three talk rules are the same as those that the class had agreed upon earlier 

(Turn 3). Next, the teacher presents the conversation openers to the students (Turn 4). Each of 

the conversation openers is then explicitly linked to the talk rules. The conversation openers 

are presented as questions to be asked to ensure that the talk rules are being followed. 

This excerpt illustrates certain important aspects of how the teacher provides scaffolds 

for the students to use when they engage in discussions in their respective groups. First, we can 

see that the teacher uses multiple resources to direct the students' focus towards participating 

in talk for learning. She points out the three talk rules that are in focus, which were devised 

with the students and meant to scaffold the students by imposing certain constraints on their 

discussions, possibly leading to more focused discussions. The three talk rules are connected 

to specific conversation openers, which model how students can interact within their peer 

groups in productive ways. Through the use of multiple resources, the teacher demonstrates to 

the students what qualifies as talk for learning and models how they can manage this during 

their peer interactions. 

 

4.3.2 Part 2: Asking everyone for their opinion – applying the conversation openers 

Excerpt 2 is taken from the second part of the lesson. For this group activity the teacher 

hands out four texts representing different genres. The students are asked to identify the text 

genre and write their answers in Talkwall. In the excerpt the students discuss what characterises 

an autobiography. The excerpt begins immediately after a group of three students discussed the 

genre of the third text. Ally controls the iPad with Talkwall, Bella holds a copy of the printed 

text that they discuss, and Cory is seated between the girls. Ally and Bella participate in the 

discussion, while Cory remains quiet most of the time. 
  



Excerpt 2

Turn Speaker Talk and action

1 Ally Okay, let's begin with number 

three then ((opens Talkwall)).

Ally creates new contribution in Talkwall and 

starts to write.

2 Bella Number three. Uhm, 

autobiography ((finds the copy of 

text number three)).

3 Ally Text number three is an 

autobiography ((writing Talkwall 

contribution as she speaks)) (...). 

((Stops abruptly and turns towards 

Cory.)) What do you think?

Ally stops writing on Talkwall and turns towards 

Cory.

This excerpt demonstrates one way that that the students picked up on the teacher's way 

of making relevant for the students how to talk together, which we see during the students' 

interactions with each other while using Talkwall. We see that Ally and Bella are talking and 

that Cory is relatively silent until Ally is about to contribute their collective answer to Talkwall 

(Turn 3). In fact, Cory has been silent for most of the group work until Ally is explicitly asking

him to participate. The abrupt pause in Ally's writing on Talkwall seems to indicate that she 

remembered just then the requirement to ask everyone for their opinion before contributing to 

Talkwall.

Here, the talk rules and Talkwall are central resources. One talk rule that is the focus of 

this lesson is that everyone is asked for their opinion before they make their collective 



  

 
 
 

contribution to Talkwall. Thus, part of the designed activity includes everyone, which Ally 

seems to remember before contributing their collective answer to Talkwall. 

In the establishment of a dialogic classroom ethos, talk rules can be fundamental, but 

they require time and support to become embedded in the classroom. Here, we see how the talk 

rules and the conversation openers are picked up by the students, how their interactions are 

scaffolded by these learning resources and how the talk rules themselves guide the students in 

their ways of talking together. The conversation openers are an important resource, scaffolding 

the students' interactions by modelling specific ways that the students can talk. When Ally asks 

Cory for his opinion, we can see that she uses one of the provided conversation openers to try 

to involve him in the group's sharing of ideas. Moreover, integrated into the activity design is 

the objective that everyone is asked for their opinion before the group contributes to Talkwall. 

This is scaffolding the students' group interactions in the form of the teacher's vicarious 

presence (Warwick et al., 2010), reminding the students of the importance of asking everyone. 

4.3.3 Part 3: Focusing on differences 

In this third part of the lesson, the teacher and students discuss the students' Talkwall 

contributions from their group work. The teacher selects the groups' contributions and displays 

them on the teacher's Talkwall. In the following excerpt the right column contains the 

contributions on the teacher's wall in front of the class. The group nicknames are in the bottom 

right corner of the contribution (see Appendix D for a representation of the placement on the 

Talkwall screen). 

Excerpt 3 

Turn  Speaker Talk and action 

1 Teacher Yes, everyone has contributed, and it is 

a bit funny to see, because you are 

different groups and different people, 

so it looks different. 

 

 

 

2 Adam Yes, and no one has the same!  

3 Teacher No. 

4 Adam Everyone has their own way of writing. 

Autobiography (text number 3) 
because the person says, 'I said', a lot. 
Childhood memory: he is telling about 
a moment that has happened.  

           FEH 



  

 
 
 

5 Teacher Mm (...)... Autobiography. It's number 

three, that is, autobiography. This 

group here ((the teacher walks towards 

Talkwall and points to a group post)). 

F, E and H. Frederick, Emma and 

Hermione. What was it that was the 

evidence here ((pointing to the post))? 

And now it's important to listen to 

them. What was the evidence here? 

((Points to the group post.))  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

6 Frederick Uh, he said a lot, I said. And told a 

moment that has happened – had 

happened. 

7 Teacher Yes? Told a moment that had 

happened? 

8 Frederick Yes. 

9 Teacher And what was the moment? 

10 Frederick A childhood memory. 

11 Teacher Yes. Great. It's... We see in a way that 

everyone here has written 'childhood 

memory' ((points to posts on 

Talkwall)). And then, what else is it 

that you have written here? Are there 

others who have something else?  

 

In this excerpt, the teacher comments on the differences between the Talkwall 

contributions and observes that they reflect the different discussions in the peer groups. Adam 

spontaneously confirms the teacher's comment, adding that 'no one has the same!' and that 

everyone has different ways of writing their contributions (Turns 2 and 4). The teacher agrees 

by nodding, saying 'Mm (...)' (Turn 5) and pausing briefly. Then she continues by asking the 

group called FEH to elaborate on their contribution and reminding the students about one of 

the talk rules in focus (as demonstrated in Excerpt 1), namely, to listen to each other (Turn 5). 

Frederick attempts to explain what the evidence for their answer on Talkwall is (Turns 6 and 

8). With the teacher's prompting (Turn 7), he says that the evidence they found, supporting 

why they think the text is an autobiography, is that the text contained a childhood memory. 

The teacher then points out that other groups also wrote 'childhood memory' before she asks 

for alternatives. 

Nr. 4 = reader’s letter (catchy 
headings). Nr. 1 = biography (facts 
about a famous person). Nr 3 = 
autobiography (first person). Nr 2 = 
short story  

3- Autobiography: About a childhood 
memory. You get to know his 
thoughts. Using words like 'I', 'has' and 
'have'. It means that it happened. 
            JAPP  

1 is a biography, 2 is a short story, 3 is 
an autobiography, and 4 is a reader’s 
letter. 

TWIX

Text number 3 is an autobiography 
because there are childhood 
memories. 
   SNICKERS 



  

 
 
 

One of the talk rules in this lesson is to discuss alternatives. In this excerpt we see the 

teacher highlighting that the students have contributed different answers to Talkwall. By 

promoting differences as being natural because they are different people, she lets the students 

know that their different opinions are welcome. By clearly demonstrating variety for the 

students before she asks for other opinions (Turn 11), she is trying to open up a dialogic space 

by welcoming multiple opinions and possibilities. Also, in this excerpt we can see that 

differences seem to become evident to the students. As Adam notices in Turns 2 and 4, it seems 

as if he recognises the variety of the students' Talkwall contributions. This is interesting, as it 

demonstrates the collective space that Talkwall represents. Furthermore, we see the importance 

of the teacher here, as she holds a privileged role in guiding the conversations. Through her 

modelling of how to attend to the content in Talkwall, she scaffolds the students' way of 

listening and talking together as well as embracing differences and diverse opinions. This is an 

important contribution to developing a dialogic classroom ethos. 

 

4.3.4 Part 4: Talk about talk 

The next excerpt is taken from the fourth part of the lesson. The task is a meta-reflection 

about how the student groups interacted during the group activity. Here, the students are 

discussing what they found difficult during their group talks. During this activity the group 

receives advice through Talkwall and gives advice to another group through Talkwall by 

editing a contribution and hashtagging this with #advice. The excerpt starts with a group of 

three making their contribution to Talkwall. For most of the lesson, both during the group and 

whole-class activities, Cory was silent. 

 
  



Excerpt 4

Turn Speaker Talk and action

1 Ally It is difficult to remember to ask 

everyone (...) um. ((Writes 

contribution in Talkwall.))

Ally writes a new Talkwall contribution, and Bella 

reads it out loud. Cory looks at the iPad with 

Talkwall.

2 Bella ((Reading the contribution in 

Talkwall.)) Ask everyone for 

their opinion.

3 Ally ((Scrolling through the Talkwall 

feed.))

4 Bella ((Reads contributions from the 

Talkwall feed as Ally is 

scrolling.)) It is difficult to 

remember to ask everyone.

5 Ally That is ours! ((Points to their 

contribution in the feed.))



6 ((Reads the contribution with the 

hashtag added by another 

group)) Take turns within the 

group to let everyone talk. Yes, 

that is a good idea.

The group's contribution with the hashtagged advice 

from another group. Cory smiles when he sees their 

contribution and the advice.

7 Ally That's smart. Thank you! 

((Shouts across the room to the 

other group.))

In this excerpt, we see the group making their contribution to Talkwall. The group has 

written a short summary of what they found most difficult with following the talk rules they 

were supposed to adhere to during the lesson. Next, Bella reads their contribution aloud before 

Ally posts it to the Talkwall feed. Then, Ally starts scrolling through the feed, and both Ally 

and Bella appear to be reading the other groups' contributions. Bella reads their own 

contribution out loud, and Ally notices that their contribution has been hashtagged and has 

received advice from another group. Cory is silent during this exchange but nods and smiles 

when Bella reads the advice aloud. Ally says that the advice is smart and shouts, 'Thank you!', 

to the group across the classroom who wrote the advice. 

This excerpt illustrates how the teacher explicitly focused on the students' group 

discussions on a metalevel. The students' discussion in this excerpt focuses on not only the 

topic being studied but also the students' ways of talking to each other. The explicit focus on 

talk for learning is made even more evident by the students' engagement in reflections about 

the other students' ways of talking and by encouraging them to advise each other. Cory is silent 

throughout most of the lesson, except when the two girls encourage him to take part in the 

discussion. This is also demonstrated in Excerpt 2. However, he does seem to follow the 

activity on Talkwall because he looks at the shared iPad and reacts to and shows interest in the 

advice they received on their Talkwall contribution. 



  

 
 
 

The excerpt illustrates how the teacher employs an activity of metatalk about the talk 

rules as a way of explicitly focusing on and modelling for each other how students could 

communicate in a manner that is beneficial to learning. She also asks the students to advise 

each other about how they managed to use the talk rules during their group discussion. The 

students thus reflect on their own performance in various ways. First, they are thinking together 

about how they could use their experiences from their group talks to advise others. Second, 

they receive advice from other groups. Talkwall makes this possible through microblogging 

contributions. Through the feed, the students could immediately read, edit and hashtag other 

groups' advice, which makes simultaneous engagement in other groups' discussions possible 

for all the students in the class. This way of discussing, by using co-located microblogging, is 

situated in what can be called a joint zone of proximal development, in which the design of the 

activity, the teacher, and the language and material resources provide scaffolds for the students' 

development of talk for learning. 

4.3.5 Part 5: Sharing students' advice 

The last excerpt is taken from the fifth part of the lesson, and the teacher has pinned all 

the groups' contributions onto her Talkwall, which is displayed to the whole class. 

 
Excerpt 5 

Turn Speaker Talk and action 

1 Teacher I want to read all the good 

advice. You need to have 

'big ears'. Listen.  

 
 

2 Teacher Yes. ((Pointing to and 

reading Talkwall 

contributions from the 

teacher wall.)) The goal we 

struggled the most with was 

to ask everyone for their 

opinions. And advice (...).  



3 Teacher ((Reads more 

contributions.))

The teacher is displaying Talkwall with the pinned 

contributions. The teacher reads all the students' 

contributions. 

4 Teacher I think the next time we 

have a group task, this 

((pointing to Talkwall with 

student contributions)) will 

serve as our idea board. This 

will be a good point to come 

back to and ((can function)) 

as a reminder to ourselves 

about what good advice we 

already have.

  

The teacher starts this part of the lesson by reminding the students about the importance 

of listening. The fact that she is pointing to a specific Talkwall contribution indicates that she 

intends to have the students pay attention to this contribution. The illustration in this excerpt 

demonstrates what the Talkwall looks like when the teacher has pinned all the students' 

contributions to the wall and highlights a specific contribution by pointing to it. The teacher 

reads aloud the group's contribution and the advice that the other group provided for them. The 

teacher then points out that all the students' ideas and advice for each other are things they will 

need for similar activities in future lessons as reminders of how to engage in talk for learning

(Turn 3).

This brief excerpt shows some of the important functionalities enabled by co-located 

microblogging. First, the teacher gains access to all the students' contributions and can

distribute them to the whole class. Furthermore, she can use Talkwall to create a collective 



  

 
 
 

scaffold that can support the students' engagement in talk for learning, which is more 

permanent than just oral metatalk and reflection. Thus, Talkwall enables the students to turn to 

the collectively made scaffold for advice during future lessons, as demonstrated in Excerpt 5. 

Moreover, the teacher recognises the value of differences (demonstrated in Excerpt 3) and the 

importance of each student's ideas, as the co-constructed Talkwall contains the students' own 

perspectives, which acknowledge both their difficulties about group talk and their advice to 

each other. 

In the following lesson, the teacher starts by bringing forward the specific Talkwall 

contributions from Excerpt 5, reminding the students how to engage in talk for learning. In this 

way, Talkwall becomes a semi-permanent and collective scaffold that could be part of a longer 

learning trajectory. This teacher demonstrates how to start building a dialogic classroom ethos 

by using a variety of strategies. Both language resources and material resources become part 

of the activities and thus provide scaffolds for both group and whole-class dialogues. 

Our analysis of excerpts 1–5 demonstrates how the teacher uses Talkwall, together with 

other resources during the lesson, to scaffold students' talk for learning and the students' uptake 

of this. The teacher first activates the shared class resources and the conversation openers, 

scaffolding the students' talk by focusing the students on a specific way of talking together to 

learn. She also models specific talk patterns, using conversation openers and welcoming 

differences. The students' uptake of this can be seen in Excerpts 2 and 4, in which they use 

these conversation openers during their group talks. The microblogging tool enables a wider 

discussion, with more voices being heard than would otherwise be possible within a small 

group. Our analysis demonstrates how implementing a microblogging technology such as 

Talkwall provides a new setting for contributing ideas. It further illustrates how this technology 

mediates these contributions and becomes a collective scaffold for talk for learning. 

5. Discussion and conclusion 
In line with our research questions, Table 1 summarises this lesson, including our 

detailed observations about how the teacher was making explicit to her students what counts 

as talk for learning and how her strategies helped maintain the relevance of the talk rules 

throughout the lesson. 

 



  

 
 
 

Table 1 

Five ways that the teacher made talk for learning relevant to the students 

1. Displaying 

representations of productive 

ways of talking together. 

 

 Displaying the talk rules on permanent posters. 

 Displaying conversation openers during activities. 

 Collecting and displaying students' advice to each other on Talkwall – 

also for further use. 

2. Giving explicit reminders 

about the rules in the 

activity. 

 

 Focusing on three (or two) specific rules suitable for the specific 

microblogging activity. 

 Presenting the talk rules on permanent wall posters and connecting them 

to conversation openers. 

 Giving explicit reminders about the importance of listening. 

3. Inviting all students to 

contribute. 

 Encouraging all students to contribute to Talkwall and group and whole-

class interactions by focusing on the talk rule, 'Ask everyone for their 

opinion', and specifying the talk rule in the context of Talkwall by 

adding 'before contributing to Talkwall'. 

 Welcoming different opinions. 

 Encouraging all students to share their ideas with the group and the 

whole class, both face-to-face and through Talkwall. 

4. Integrating the talk rules 

into the learning activity. 

 

 Encouraging students to ask and listen to every group member for their 

opinions and reaching a consensus before contributing to Talkwall (as 

part of the activity). 

 Encouraging students to engage other groups' Talkwall contributions to 

'listen' to more of their peers.  

5. Encouraging meta-

reflection on group 

interactions. 

 Engaging students in talk about the talk rules themselves or about their 

experience in their peer interactions. 

 Engaging students in a Talkwall activity in which they reflect on and 

advise each other about the talk rules. 

 

Further, we show the students' uptake and how they engaged with their peers' 

contributions through both face-to-face oral interactions and microblog contributions. The 

students' learning, about both the substantive topic of the lesson and talking together, was 

supported by Talkwall and the resources applied in their interactions; these resources were 

coordinated by the teacher. Access to classmates' contributions in Talkwall allowed more 

perspectives and different ideas to be shared during the students' interactions. 

To engage students in talk for learning, the classroom ethos is fundamental, and it is 

important that the teacher focus on establishing a dialogic classroom ethos. As other studies 

have shown, simply creating talk rules with the students does not mean that the students will 



  

 
 
 

start following them. The students need guidance and advice, and the talk rules must be 

meaningfully integrated with classroom tasks and activities when working towards the 

establishment of a dialogic classroom ethos (Warwick et al., 2020). One of the ways in which 

the teacher in our study worked to develop such an ethos was by integrating the talk rules with 

microblogging learning, activities and tasks, as demonstrated in Excerpts 1–5. Thus, the talk 

rules were utilised as a collective resource that modelled for the students how to talk together 

in peer groups. By integrating talk rules and ways of talking together into the activity, the 

students' talk was also scaffolded without the teacher's physical presence during the group talk 

(Warwick et al., 2013). This finding is important because it points out why it is crucial to 

integrate talk rules with classroom tasks and tools (Lund & Rasmussen, 2008) and how the 

design of an activity also has a scaffolding function (Cazden, 2001). 

It is crucial to emphasise that teaching by using microblogging or other digital tools 

can move in any direction. Bringing digital technology into the classroom can change how 

students interact with each other and how teachers interact with their students (Staarman, 

2009). In our case, the students interacted through both written and oral dialogues, mediated 

by microblogging technology. Although in this lesson the teacher did not specifically focus on 

how the students should write their Talkwall contributions, the talk rules provided the students 

with important guidelines for how to interact orally and with the written microblogs on 

Talkwall during the group activities. For instance, Excerpt 3 demonstrates how the teacher 

focuses on the differences between the students' written contributions, thus making variety 

something to strive for. Moreover, the meta-reflection activity (Excerpts 4 and 5) requires 

students to read and interact with each other's microblogs, thus modelling a way of productive 

engagement in a digital collective space. The oral interactions in Excerpts 2 and 4 demonstrate 

the students' uptake of what the teacher focused on as relevant for talk. One student group, in 

particular, applies the conversation openers and reflects on their peer interactions. Specifically, 

in Excerpt 2, the talk rule – that the students need to discuss alternatives before making a 

contribution to Talkwall – is picked up in the group interaction. Here, the provided 

conversation openers become an important resource during the group's attempts to include 

Cory. However, this example also demonstrates difficulties that students encounter when 

engaging in group discussions, such as getting everyone to participate. In the lesson, the silent 

student Cory does not take part in the oral discussion beyond the two times that he participates 

at the girls' encouragement, regardless of the fact that a lesson objective is to involve everyone 

in group talk. Our study represents an important empirical finding regarding the role of 



  

 
 
 

technology, microblogging in our case, when focusing on productive ways of talking together 

and meeting difficulties such as the lack of participation in the oral discussion. As our example 

shows, Cory does, in fact, pay attention to Talkwall and the contributions of both his group and 

the other groups. This finding demonstrates the possible value of a resource such as Talkwall 

to students who otherwise do not participate much orally. Microblogging provides the students 

with a collective object that can, when used with a dialogic intention, focus the students' 

attention, even though they do not participate orally, on different perspectives and ideas, which 

is crucial to the development of a dialogic classroom ethos. 

The new format of complementary oral and written talk created by microblogging, 

which includes an open and public space where students' short contributions are displayed, 

focuses the teacher and students on using metatalk in the reflective Talkwall activity. As 

illustrated in Excerpt 4, the students' group talk represents an uptake of the practices 

appropriate to talk for learning and focuses on their ways of talking to each other. This explicit 

focus on the metalevel of talk for learning is made even more evident by the students, who 

engage in their classmates' reflections in Talkwall and advise each other. Here, microblogging 

served as a space for collecting metatalk comprised of the students' reflections on how to talk 

in a way beneficial for learning. 

This study demonstrates how one teacher scaffolds talk for learning and how Talkwall 

becomes a collective scaffold for this purpose. Through a 'storyline' presentation of the lesson, 

we provide visual representations of the interactions between students, including multimodal 

resources, which, as mentioned earlier, have their challenges (Candela et al., 2004). We provide 

an analysis of what this interactional work looks like in technology-rich and multimodal 

classrooms and consider several aspects of implementation, including digital technology, 

resources, the complex interactions between students and teachers, and the role of technology. 

These multimodal excerpts aim to illustrate incidents that took place in realistic settings while 

following relevant anonymisation regulations. We believe that this form of representation can 

provide clarity about ongoing interactions and therefore methodologically contribute to 

research on learning and social interaction. 

The study offers an updated approach that integrates the classic concept of scaffolding 

and how one might use new technology to scaffold talk for learning to develop a dialogic 

classroom ethos. In the presented study, the teacher uses talk rules to make explicit what 

qualifies as talk for learning to the students in the context of co-located microblogging, and 

scaffolds the students' talk by providing appropriate resources such as conversation openers. 



  

 
 
 

In this way, the students are encouraged and supported when they participate in peer 

discussions. Hence, during these discussions, the students are provided with opportunities to 

express themselves and their different ideas, to think collectively and to construct new 

knowledge together, which is central for the establishment of a dialogic classroom ethos 

(Mercer & Littleton, 2007; Wells, 2009). 

Our empirical finding demonstrates the central role that Talkwall plays in peer group 

interactions. The combination of face-to-face and technology-mediated interactions enabled 

mutual engagement in thinking together as the digital space collected all the users' 

contributions, making it a dialogic space (Pifarré & Li, 2018). Here, Talkwall provides a space 

and a collective scaffold where the students gain immediate access to others' ideas and the 

opportunity to edit and contribute advice to each other. Moreover, the students were able to 

give advice and distribute this to the whole class through Talkwall as well as share their ideas 

both within and beyond their group. Thus, the microblogging technology made students' 

thinking visible to other participants and enabled new possibilities for engaging in whole-class 

discussions and peer group interactions. Such increased participation has also been found in 

other studies that use microblogging tools (Frøytlog & Rasmussen, 2020; Rasmussen & Hagen, 

2015). Furthermore, as Talkwall brought the contributions from the peer discussion to other 

groups as well as the whole-class discussion, we can assume that most of the students, at least 

indirectly, shared their ideas with each other, which was one of the talk rules focused on in this 

lesson. Also, the students shared advice, results and experiences from their group interactions, 

both in Talkwall and face-to-face, with students beyond their groups. 

Furthermore, our empirical analysis demonstrates that making talk rules explicit 

requires continuous scaffolding from the teacher and can be both complex and time-

consuming. It is worth noting that time and complexity have also been considered likely factors 

contributing to the lack of explicit teaching of talk rules in other studies that have investigated 

dialogic teaching strategies on a large scale (Howe et al., 2019). As others have argued, the 

explicit focus on how to talk together to learn usually goes beyond curricular goals and 

therefore reduces the amount of time available for teaching subject-specific topics (Park et al., 

2017). Considering the learning benefits of adopting a more dialogic classroom ethos, such as 

better performance in terms of critical thinking and collaborative problem-solving, which are 

important for both school learning and participation in society (Howe & Abedin, 2013; Kuhn, 

2015; Lawrence & Snow, 2010; Mercer, 2013), more attention should be paid to assisting 



  

 
 
 

teachers with task design that integrates work related to, for instance, making talk rules relevant 

for the students as a way of developing talk skills that promote learning. 

 

Notes 

https://thinkingtogether.educ.cam.ac.uk 
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#Fact or #opinion: the educational design of a microblogging 
activity intended to engage students in productive interactions
Anja Amundrud , Ole Smørdal and Ingvill Rasmussen

Department of Education, University of Oslo, Oslo, Norway

ABSTRACT
Educational activities using microblogging co-located with face-to-face 
communication might promote productive classroom interactions. 
However, much depends on how teachers design those activities. This 
article explores how the educational design of an activity that uses 
microblogging engages lower secondary school students in classroom 
interactions that are productive for learning. It presents a study of one 
teacher’s educational design in which students (aged 12–13) in a 
Norwegian classroom use microblogging to explore distinctions between 
facts and opinions. Moreover, the authors consider how the students pick 
up on the educational design. The findings show that an educational 
design involving microblogging can provide new possibilities to facilitate 
peer interactions by systematically enabling students to access more of 
their peers’ ideas, produce and discuss collective ideas and participate in 
exploratory talk. In particular, the use of hashtags proves suitable for 
facilitating peer interactions with the aim to develop students’ critical 
thinking.
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Introduction

Recent studies indicate that microblogging has the potential to promote learning. Microblogging 
used in the classroom enables learners and instructors to instantly exchange ideas with each other 
(Gao et al., 2012; Ludvigsen et al., 2019; Preston et al., 2015). However, most of these studies report 
on higher education. Additionally, only a few studies assess the co-located use of microblogging and 
face-to-face interactions (Tang & Hew, 2017). In this article, we present and discuss the co-located 
use of microblogging in a classroom activity in which students from a Norwegian lower secondary 
class explore the distinction between facts and opinions. The activity involves a microblogging tool 
designed to support interactions through both oral and written communication.

As with other educational technologies, teachers must think about how to embed microblogging 
in a pedagogical approach for it to be productive for learning (National Academies of Sciences, 
Engineering and Medicine, 2018). Dialogic pedagogy is beneficial for classroom interaction and 
learning (Howe et al., 2019), and studies suggest that microblogging might provide valuable support 
to this pedagogical approach (Major et al., 2018; Rasmussen & Hagen, 2015). We understand dialogic 
pedagogy as an approach that promotes productive interactions. Broadly conceived, productive 
interactions can refer to interactions through which students and teachers construct knowledge and 
understanding, and try new ways of understanding by sharing ideas, challenging and listening to 
each other, building on each other’s ideas, elaborating, providing reasons and thinking together 
while aiming for specific educational goals (Mercer & Littleton, 2007). However, designing activities 
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that promote productive interactions can be challenging. Classrooms are dynamic environments 
that increasingly depend on technology, and classroom activities need to be prepared for the 
unexpected; thus, both planning and improvisation are important parts of teachers’ work (Lund & 
Hauge, 2011).

Our focus in this article is the educational design of an activity using a microblogging tool called 
Talkwall. We consider the educational design to include the teacher’s planned activities and learning 
objectives, which are influenced by the wider context of the school and the plans and requirements 
of local and national curricula. Furthermore, the educational design includes the teacher’s enacted 
design, which takes place during the process of realising and developing learning intentions 
(deSousa & Rasmussen, 2019; Hauge et al., 2007).

We followed one teacher and her class of 23 lower secondary students at a school located in 
a large Norwegian city. The teacher and her students participated in a larger research project called 
Digitalised Dialogues Across the Curriculum (DiDiAC), which focuses on developing new classroom 
tools and practices, particularly collaboration and critical thinking skills (evaluating and integrating 
information, forming and justifying ideas, and communicating in and across knowledge domains). 
The lesson we studied for the purpose of this article addressed the central aims in the national 
Norwegian language curriculum and the Basic Skills Framework (Utdanningsdirektoratet, 2018). 
Notably, the focus of the lesson was to distinguish between facts and opinions and to listen to 
and build on each other’s ideas. These skills, especially student oral competencies, are closely 
connected to the development of critical thinking, which is now one of the overarching goals in 
the Norwegian core curriculum (Utdanningsdirektoratet, 2020), as recognised in several policy 
documents (e.g., Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2018). Despite the 
need to develop critical thinking skills in education, few scholars have suggested specific ways for 
teachers to support this development in Norwegian students, especially younger students (Ferguson 
& Krange, 2020). Our aim is to address this challenge by investigating a lower secondary teacher’s 
lesson design and show how the students picked up on this.

Research questions

What characterises the teacher’s educational design of an activity that uses a microblogging 
tool?
How do the students pick up on the teacher’s educational design?

The educational use of microblogging in classrooms

Microblogging is the process of posting short messages in a shared digital environment for every 
participant to see. One well-known example is Twitter. When used as a collaborative virtual learning 
environment, microblogging has the potential to promote learning for two reasons: first, resources 
can be shared instantly among learners, and second, instructors can exchange ideas with students in 
a timely manner (Gao et al., 2012). This section’s literature review focuses on (1) the co-located use of 
microblogging in a classroom context and (2) how to use microblogging to promote oral dialogue. 
However, studies within higher education dominate the scholarly literature; thus, we include find-
ings that may translate into a primary school context.

In one study, students in a Bachelor’s course used Twitter to share their reflections about personal 
learning and their ideas relating to the course materials (Preston et al., 2015). The students found 
that this reflection assignment helped them engage with the course material. In addition, viewing 
their peers’ reflections raised the students’ awareness of perspectives or content that they had 
missed. Also, Mercier et al. (2015) found that instructors and students who were using Twitter in an 
undergraduate course gained insight into group discussion activities during class, thus ensuring that 
ideas emerging within group could enter whole-class conversations. This study found that using 
Twitter within classroom activities increased the amount of on-task talk, allowed instructors to 
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redirect discussions during activities and provided the possibility of using the shared representation 
of tweets to direct the final conversation of the whole class, which allowed for more focused 
discussions. In another study where the online whiteboard Flinga.fi was used in a university lecture, 
students shared ideas and opinions through written posts and then subsequently justified, elabo-
rated on and explained these perspectives (Ludvigsen et al., 2019). This study identified the potential 
to increase interactions among students and between students and lecturers, encourage creative 
knowledge processes through dialogue and create new, rich opportunities to reflect on concepts 
and developing arguments. An additional study showed that using a response system in combina-
tion with peer discussions engaged students, and the teacher could follow up on their answers, 
asking them to provide further reasons or explanations (Egelandsdal & Krumsvik, 2019). The teacher 
created tension between the students’ ideas and those of the discipline by engaging with the 
students’ answers (i.e. discussing different perspectives, relating ideas to one another or comparing 
and contrasting ideas). This can create opportunities for students to draw connections between their 
everyday views and those of the course, and to become more aware of different perspectives 
regarding a topic (Egelandsdal & Krumsvik, 2019). Meanwhile, using a microblogging tool called 
Socius, secondary high students from another study wrote short summaries that were displayed on 
a shared screen in the classroom (Rasmussen & Hagen, 2015). The study showed that this micro-
blogging technology made students’ thinking visible to other participants and opened up new 
possibilities for engaging in classroom dialogues. Furthermore, it increased participation and 
seemed to bring the students’ and teachers’ different understandings of the topic closer together, 
as the teacher elaborated on whole-class discussions emerging from the students’ own work. More 
recent studies have also found the use of microblogging to mediate the uptake of student contribu-
tions (Omland & Rødnes, 2020) and to be productive in mediating and connecting learning activities, 
such as peer talks and whole-class conversations (Frøytlog & Rasmussen, 2020; Omland, 2021).

Finally, we consider technology beyond microblogging that can be used in a co-located manner 
to promote oral dialogue in classrooms. By using the Promising Ideas Tool, a Knowledge Forum 
(Scardamalia & Bereiter, 2006) extension, Grade 3 students selected promising ideas from their 
group’s written online discourse, then aggregated and displayed their selections to support collec-
tive decision making regarding the most promising directions for subsequent work (Chen et al., 
2015). The selected ideas would become the focus of class discussions and subsequent knowledge- 
building efforts. The study showed that elementary students achieved significantly greater knowl-
edge advances than students who were not engaged in the identifying and judgement of promising 
ideas and discussions. In a final study, Grade 4 students used Knowledge Forum for three successive 
school years (Zhang et al., 2009). The researchers then analysed the students’ awareness of peer 
contributions as the students built their complementary contributions by referencing the ideas of 
others. Their distributed engagement emerged and extended the fixed student groups, supported 
by Knowledge Forum, connecting them to a broader network of students and ideas. This study 
ultimately suggested that a flexible and opportunistic collaboration framework can produce high- 
level collective cognitive responsibility and dynamic knowledge advancement.

Another type of technology that combines written and oral dialogue to promote productive 
interactions among students is the interactive whiteboard (IWB). An exploratory paper consid-
ered the IWB a dialogic space used for reflection, which may create opportunities for learners in 
primary schools to generate, modify and evaluate new ideas through multimodal interaction, 
along with talk (Hennessy, 2011). The author pointed to visible, dynamic and constantly evolving 
digitally represented knowledge artefacts (e.g., text, images or figures) on the IWB that con-
stitute temporary records of activity. These are functioning as supportive resources for students’ 
emerging thoughts and ideas, rather than the finished products of the students’ discussions. In 
another study, students in primary classrooms collaborated in a variety of science activities 
using an IWB, and they could engage effectively in the collective learning experience, called the 
shared dynamic dialogic space (Kershner et al., 2010). The study suggested that the conditions 
for success, which need to be established in the classroom, include the children’s joint 
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understanding of the task, their positive motivation and responsibility for learning, and their 
active support for each other. In Talk Factory, a software designed to model and represent 
exploratory talk on an IWB, teachers could evaluate and monitor the students' talk in relations to 
the class talk rules. This tool changed the nature of students’ dialogue and resulted in more 
exploratory talk (Kerawalla et al., 2013).

What emerges from these studies, first and foremost, is that microblogging technology can extend 
the possibilities for students to participate in both whole-class and group interactions. Furthermore, 
the possibility of combining short written messages with oral discussions can make students’ ideas 
visible, enabling them to travel more easily between whole-class and group conversations. As most 
microblogging studies have been conducted within higher education, less is known about how 
microblogging can be adopted in classrooms with younger students. As far as we know, there are 
no contemporary studies that investigate how teachers’ educational design of a particular microblog-
ging activity intended to develop students’ critical thinking can support students as they engage in 
productive interactions. More focus on the value of the practices and practical procedures linking 
productive interactions and microblogging technology is necessary to encourage primary and lower 
secondary school teachers to adopt such practices (Mercer et al., 2019). Thus, we advance the research 
by investigating how one teacher embedded microblogging into her educational design to promote 
productive interactions within the larger context of developing her students’ critical thinking.

Educational design for productive interactions

When embedding microblogging in an educational design, it is crucial to use a clear pedagogical 
approach, with dialogic pedagogy proving especially valuable in this respect (Major et al., 2018). 
Dialogic pedagogy focuses on the ongoing process of interactive and recursive meaning making 
among participants, promoting talk as a powerful tool to foster students’ thinking, learning and 
problem-solving skills (Alexander, 2004; Wegerif et al., 2019). One specific kind of talk considered to 
have great educational value is exploratory talk (Barnes & Todd, 1977). This is talk in which all 
members are invited to contribute, and all relevant information is shared. Moreover, everyone’s ideas 
are respected and considered, and everyone is asked to make their reasons clear. In this type of talk, 
challenges and alternatives are made explicit and negotiated, and before making a decision, the 
participants seek to reach agreement. Implicit in exploratory talk is the development of critical 
thinking, which occurs because it makes thinking visible and offers exposure to different perspec-
tives. Through exploratory talk, students can become involved in each other’s thinking as they 
develop their own (Littleton & Mercer, 2013).

To use language to generate productive interactions, students need explicit guidance and 
training. One strategy that ensures students are aware of appropriate ways to interact is developing 
‘talk rules’ with them that highlight the principles of participating, reasoning, challenging ideas and 
collaboratively making decisions (Gillies, 2016; Mercer et al., 2004). The development of, and explicit 
focus on, talk rules promote both students’ and teachers’ awareness of what have been termed 
dialogic intentions in the lesson (Warwick et al., 2020). In addition to explicitly being taught, students 
benefit from practising these talk features through social interactions (Littleton & Mercer, 2013). 
Consequently, the activity itself needs to be carefully considered if the intent is to promote 
productive interactions; thus, one key point is to design an activity that includes a reason to talk 
together. Therefore, the design of the activity should require all students to contribute and share 
information, respect each other’s ideas, ensure the students have a shared understanding of the 
purpose of the activity and are aware of how to use talk appropriately (e.g., by explicitly focusing on 
talk rules). Hence, when embedding microblogging technology in dialogic pedagogy, teachers must 
determine how the tool can serve the educational goals and how to enact the relevant functions 
within the tool. We investigate this further in our article by focusing on how a teacher’s educational 
design was realised through and with technology when students explored the distinction between 
facts and opinions using a microblogging tool.
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Method

Context of the study

The school involved is in the centre of a large Norwegian city, and the class consisted of 23 students 
(aged 12–13). The class participated in the design-based research project DiDiAC, focusing on how 
teachers can integrate the microblogging tool Talkwall into their practices to support student 
participation in productive interactions. The teacher was unfamiliar with microblogging for educa-
tional activities prior to this project, but she had previous experience with other digital tools. The 
students in the class had individual iPads and were familiar with using them both in the classroom 
and at home. The DiDiAC project included four introductory teacher–researcher workshops and 
collaborative planning meetings, during which teachers and researchers discussed how Talkwall 
could be embedded in learning activities. These discussions occurred prior to three observed 
lessons; after these lessons, the teachers and researchers discussed their experiences. During these 
meetings, the teachers and researchers also collaboratively explored the elements of the ‘Thinking 
Together’ approach (Mercer et al., 1999), such as developing talk rules and embedding Talkwall in an 
educational design to promote productive interactions. Thus, the teacher examined in this article 
was in the process of developing her thinking about dialogic pedagogy.

Talkwall (Figure 1) is designed to support co-located interactions through both oral and written 
communication, and it is specifically based on a research-based understanding of dialogic pedagogy 
as it is established in the Thinking Together approach (Mercer et al., 1999). Talkwall was developed 
through a 10-year co-design process, in which its design was adapted according to teacher experi-
ences and feedback. In this article, we consider ‘bridging concepts’ (further elaborated in Smørdal 
et al., 2021) to inhabit a ‘middle ground’ between educational theory and teachers’ educational 
design. The following bridging concepts (listed below in italics) can help unveil and articulate untried 
design opportunities and connect theoretical concepts and dialogic pedagogy with the affordances 
of Talkwall

Figure 1. Talkwall representation of the student wall to the left and the teacher wall to the right. The figure shows contributions, 
or microblogs, that are selected from the feed and pinned to the wall.
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A contribution is a microblog or digital representation of an idea, presented as a short message 
with limited characters (140–500) that enhances, rather than replaces, oral dialogue.
The feed of microblogs provides a mutual awareness of all ideas contributed to Talkwall. The 
feed is shared on all participants’ devices and offers a means for students to share their 
contributions with their peers.
The wall allows microblogs to be promoted from within the feed and represents them on 
a spatially organised surface.
The space for the teacher provides access to all participants’ walls and enables the teacher to 
display any wall to the class.
Hashtags (#) can be added by the participants to contributions, for example, to follow select 
topics or organise different points of view. Both the teacher and students can filter the 
microblogs with the hashtags.

During a lesson, a main Talkwall window is displayed at the front of the class on a projector or large 
screen and is usually controlled by the teacher. The students have their own individual or group walls 
that are accessible and controllable using any device with a web browser.

Data collection and analytical work

The lesson analysed for the purpose of this article was selected from the DiDiAC project dataset for 
two main reasons. First, the teacher embedded several functionalities in Talkwall in her educational 
design, such as the deliberate hashtagging of all contributions, which we did not see in any other 
lessons in our dataset. Second, Talkwall was used for two purposes: homework and lessons. During 
the entire lesson, Talkwall was also used for both whole-class and group interactions.

We consider the video-recorded classroom interactions (67 minutes of the whole class and 
65 minutes focusing on one group) and the Talkwall blogs as our primary data. Field notes, one 
audio-recorded teacher–researcher meeting (40 minutes) and the teacher’s plan for the lesson 
supplemented and contextualised the primary data.

Studies addressing the sequential nature of the learning process (Rasmussen, 2012) emphasise 
learners’ interactions across situations. To show the role of technology in the classroom and 
investigate both how interactions are stimulated and what precedes them, there is a need to provide 
a narrative of the whole lesson (Kershner et al., 2020). Thus, our analysis involves two levels: the 
trajectory level and the interactional level. The levels of our analysis inform each other to provide 
insights on how knowledge and activities become relevant at specific times and stay relevant 
throughout an activity (deSousa & Rasmussen, 2019).

At the trajectory level, we characterised the teacher’s design of the learning activity and struc-
tured the lesson into sequences. Inspired by thematic analysis, we identified patterns within the data 
(Braun & Clarke, 2006). During the process of repeatedly viewing the video-recorded lesson, we 
described and categorised how the lesson unfolded over time. Here, we identified how the teacher 
planned and enacted the activities, including how she embedded Talkwall in the educational design.

We examined the teachers’ and students’ oral interactions and their interactions with Talkwall to 
determine how the teacher’s educational design fostered student engagement in productive inter-
actions. The video recordings from the classroom were transcribed verbatim in Norwegian and 
translated into English for the present article. The Talkwall blogs were integrated into the transcript 
as well to determine the role of the written contributions in relation to the face-to-face interactions. 
More specifically, we analysed tabularised transcripts of video recordings, in which a select number 
of automatically logged Talkwall interactions were integrated based on their timestamps. The 
Talkwall interactions we considered were ‘create contribution’, ‘edit contribution’, ‘promote con-
tribution’ and ‘teacher display group wall’. Together, the video recordings and the Talkwall log 
allowed us to investigate the dialogic characteristics of productive interactions and the role of 
Talkwall in these interactions.
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The excerpts in the Results section were selected for their relation to the research questions. In 
particular, the excerpts illustrate the educational design of the Talkwall activity, describing how it 
was used to promote productive interactions and how it was picked up on by the students. The 
excerpts presented in the Results section include contributions in Talkwall, represented as simplified 
versions of how they appear on the students’ screens. In the article, the students and the teacher are 
anonymised, and we have followed appropriate research ethics and privacy guidelines (Norwegian 
Data Protection Services, n.d.).

Limitations

This is a qualitative study intended to explore how to embed a microblogging tool in a lesson to 
engage students in productive interactions. However, by identifying some important aspects of the 
teachers’ educational design, we offer insight into the students’ interactions in situations that may 
support their development of dialogic skills, which in turn can support the development of their 
critical thinking.

Results

The teacher’s educational design

We begin by describing and analysing at the trajectory level what characterised the teacher’s 
educational design of the Talkwall activities. We have divided the activities into five main parts, as 
described in Figure 2.

Part one consisted of the teacher–researcher meeting. Talkwall was used during the meeting for 
demonstrations, and the Talkwall functionalities were discussed in relation to the planned subject- 
specific activity.

Part two started with a homework assignment in which the students contributed to Talkwall five 
things that they cannot live without. When the lesson began, the teacher introduced the lesson plan 
and the dialogic intention (Figure 3). She reminded the students about the class talk rules (Appendix 
A1) and explicitly stated how the students could use the class talk rules in their discussions. The 
students were also provided with the sentence openers ‘Why did you choose that?’ and ‘Can you say 
more about that?’

In part three, the teacher and students explored some differences between facts and opinions. 
Then the students were instructed to label all the Talkwall blogs in the feed as either #opinion or 
#fact. During this group activity, the teacher explicitly pointed out that the students must give 

Figure 2. Representation of the educational design at the trajectory level. The teacher–researcher meeting was an unstructured 
planning meeting lasting approximately 40 minutes, and occurred a few days before the lesson. The lesson was 67 minutes long 
and alternated between group and whole-class activities, with a short individual activity at the end and an individual homework 
activity. Talkwall was actively used during most of the lesson.
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reasons for their hashtags, and they must reach agreement as a group on their choice. They were also 
provided with a sentence opener that was visually displayed on the whiteboard: ‘Why is this a fact/ 
opinion?’ The group activity was followed by a whole-class discussion using Talkwall.

In part four, the teacher introduced the activity, which was to make a new list of five things that each 
student cannot live without. The students had to reach an agreement within the group before 
promoting the new list of contributions to the group wall. Next, the students and the teacher discussed 
the new lists as a whole class using Talkwall. The last part was an individual reflective activity, ending 
with the students writing a new list and reflecting on whether they changed their minds.

To summarise, the learning activities involved both group and whole-class interactions using Talkwall. 
The teacher’s dialogic intention for the lesson was for all students to be asked their opinions and provide 
reasons for their answers. The Talkwall activities were designed to accomplish this intention.

The students’ uptake of the educational design

The students and the teacher used Talkwall throughout the lesson, which was highly interactive (as 
illustrated in Figure 2). The students individually contributed to Talkwall through their homework, 
and groups of students contributed during the lesson. They used several Talkwall functions; con-
tributions were created, promoted, edited and moved from the feed to the wall, where they were 
spatially organised. Throughout the lesson, the teacher used the teacher space in Talkwall to select 
six of the nine group walls for display on the large wall to support whole-class discussions. Moreover, 
all microblogs were extended during the lesson with a hashtag.

The hashtagging activity in Talkwall required the students to read and discuss several of their 
peers’ contributions to decide whether to use the #fact and/or #opinion hashtags. We have 
selected three excerpts from different parts of the lesson to analyse this aspect of the students’ 
uptake of the educational design. The excerpts are translated from Norwegian by the authors and 
presented with standard punctuation. Double parentheses contain the analyst’s comments or 
descriptions and (.) indicates brief intervals or pauses between the end of a word and the 
beginning of the next.

Figure 3. Lesson plan with four main activities and the dialogic intention in the speech bubble (authors’ translation).
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Excerpt 1: ‘Why did you select money?’
This excerpt is from part two of the trajectory presented in Figure 2. We focus on one group with two 
students, Alice and Leo. In the excerpt, Alice presents to Leo the five things that she has decided that 
she ‘cannot live without’. The iPad displays their group Talkwall, with Alice’s contributions in the 
feed.

Alice starts by listing her five things. Leo answers ‘okay’. The short pause and the fact that Alice 
turns to ask the teacher what they should do next indicate that this is the end of their conversa-
tion. The teacher then uses Talkwall to access Alice’s microblogs by scrolling the feed. She finds 
one of Alice’s microblogs – ‘Friends’ – and encourages the two students to provide reasons by 
saying, ‘So, why did you choose friends?’, referring to the sentence openers introduced earlier in 
the lesson. Alice picks this up, and in the remainder of the transcript we see that, not only does she 
give reasons for her arguments (turns 7 and 8), but Leo also follows up by requesting reasons 
(turn 9). Note that Leo uses the Talkwall feed in the same way as the teacher (in turn 4) by asking 
why Alice chose ‘money’. Alice answers by referring to another student’s contribution in the 
Talkwall feed – ‘Clothes’ – to support her argument, saying ‘without money you cannot buy 
clothes’.

This brief excerpt shows some important functions of microblogging. First, we see that the teacher 
can easily access the students’ contributions through Talkwall as she makes her rounds to support 
group work in the classroom. Second, when the students’ peer-group talk fades out (turns 2–3 and 9), 
access to Talkwall blogs in the feed seems to play an important role in prompting the students to talk 
and stay on task. Third, access to other students’ contributions in the feed brings new perspectives to 
the conversation and ensures that ideas are shared with the whole class. Important to note is that the 
students (supported by the talk rules, sentence openers and Talkwall) also challenge each other (turn 9) 
and attempt to make their reasons clear (turn 10), which are important features of exploratory talk.

Excerpt 2: #Fact or #opinion
We now turn to part three of the lesson, in which the activity requires the students to hashtag as 
many contributions as they can within the time provided. Alice and Leo need to agree on the 
hashtag before hashtagging the contributions. They read other students’ microblogs in the feed, 
starting from the top and scrolling through the first few. The iPad displaying Talkwall is placed 
between them, and both look at the contributions in the feed while Alice scrolls. 

Turn Speaker Dialogue

1 Alice ((Scrolling the Talkwall feed and reading her own microblogs)) Food, water, money, friends, family.
2 Leo Okay (.).

3 Alice ((Turning towards the teacher, who is passing by while making the rounds and standing next to the group)) 
What should we do now?

4 Teacher ((Scrolling the Talkwall feed and reading Alice’s contribution ‘Friends’)) So, why did you choose friends?
5 Alice ((Addressing the teacher)) Because . . .

6 Teacher ((Walks away, indicating with her hands that the students should turn and talk to each other))
7 Alice ((Turning to Leo)) . . . my friends are cool, so they make me cool. ((both laughing))

8 Alice Um, no, because my friends are the ones who make me happy.
9 Leo ((Reading from the feed in Talkwall)) Why, um, why did you choose money?

10 Alice Money because, ((looking at Talkwall)) you see someone has said ‘Clothes’ and things like that ((pointing to 
a Talkwall contribution)), but without money you cannot buy clothes.

TECHNOLOGY, PEDAGOGY AND EDUCATION 9



Turn Speaker Dialogue

1 Alice ((Reading from the Talkwall feed)) Fact. ((Pointing to ‘Water’)) Fact. ((Pointing to ‘Food’))
2 Leo ((Nodding))
3 Alice ‘My memory’. ((Pointing)) What do you think?
4 Leo ((Looking at Talkwall)) No.
5 Alice ((Turning towards Leo)) No? So, people don’t remember who their friends are?
6 Leo I do not care.
7 Alice They do not remember to eat, to drink water for example, . . .
8 Leo ((Laughs))
9 Alice . . . they do not remember, they don’t remember anything. Their names, who their family is, who . . . .
10 Leo I can just select another family then.
11 Alice But, what if you forget what a family is?
12 Leo Oh (.).
13 Alice ((Turning towards Leo)) Yes, you see it is a fact (.).
14 Alice So, ‘My memory’. ((Pinning the contribution to their group wall)) What should we do now?
15 Leo Oh, write fact.
16 Alice ((Hashtagging the contribution, as seen in Figure 4, which represents the student view of Talkwall while 

editing and hashtagging))

Alice scrolls the feed and comments on what she is reading. She points to ‘Water’ and ‘Food’ and 
states that these are ‘facts’. Leo nods. Without hashtagging these, she continues to scroll before she 
stops at the contribution ‘My memory’. The next exchange suggests that Leo does not think ‘My 
memory’ should be classified as a fact (turns 3 and 4). Alice, in what appears to be a surprised tone, 
turns to Leo and asks ‘No?’ Her invitation does not follow the conversation openers as in excerpt 1; 
rather, her question appears authentic. In what follows, Alice argues why you cannot live without 

Figure 4. What Talkwall looks like when students edit or hashtag other students’ microblogs.
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your memory, while Leo, in what seems to be a humorous tone or an attempt to save face, 
challenges and argues against her. In turn 12, after a few moments of silence, Leo says ‘oh’. In turn 
14, we see that Alice invites Leo to conclude that they should label the contribution with #fact.

This excerpt demonstrates that the feed, which includes all groups’ contributions, exposes the 
students to more alternatives and different perspectives. We see that when ‘My memory’ arises in the 
feed, which was a contribution made by another student, Alice and Leo discuss both fact and opinion 
before reaching an agreement. The design of the activity is central to how the students interact, both 
within the group and in the whole class. The interaction with other students’ ideas is embedded in 
the design of the hashtag activity, which encourages the students in the group to engage with all 
other students’ contributions. Additionally, the design of the activity encourages the students to 
agree on a joint decision; to support this goal, the teacher instructed the students to give reasons for 
their answers (part 3). The hashtag activity in Talkwall also distributes the students’ ideas/judge-
ments about whether the contribution is a fact or opinion to the rest of the class. Importantly, this 
activity prompts students to distinguish between facts and opinions. In this case, we see that the 
distinction is not clear-cut for these young students. Making distinctions and providing reasons are 
important to critical thinking. A simple task, such as the one we exemplify, might prove an entry 
point for making more advanced distinctions and backing them up with reasons later.

Excerpt 3: ‘Did you all agree?’
This excerpt is from part three of the lesson. The whole class turns their attention to the whiteboard 
in front of the classroom. The teacher, standing before them, presents the participants’ walls. As we 
examine excerpt 3, we see that she selects and displays one group wall (Figure 5) to the whole class. 

Turn Speaker Dialogue

1 Teacher Here you are. ((Looking at group Talkwall)) Family, you discussed this a bit, didn’t you? Ron, what can you say 
about that?

2 Ron The point is that without a family you would not have been born.
3 Alex ((interrupting)) Yes, but . . .
4 Teacher ((To Alex)) No, I know this is engaging, but you have to wait for your turn. Did you have anything to add to this 

in your group? You had something to add. Did you all agree?
5 Sarah No.
6 Teacher Okay, what did you say?
7 Sarah We said that . . . .
8 Liam ((interrupting Sarah)) There are a lot of people who survive without a family.
9 Sarah Family are just people who stand by your side a bit more than other people.
10 Teacher Yeah. Are there others who want to elaborate or say more about this? (.) Alex?
11 Alex I don’t think it is a fact. I think it is more opinion, because family, you do not need to have a family to live. I was 

thinking about people who don’t have a family. They survive, right, in orphan homes. Therefore, it is an 
opinion, I think.

The excerpt starts with the teacher asking Ron to share with the class the discussion he had with 
his group. Alex, from another group, eagerly interrupts, but is stopped. Ron gives the reason for why 
he and his group labelled family as ‘fact’, saying, ‘Without a family you would not have been born.’ 
The teacher presses on, asking if the group managed to reach an agreement. Building on each 
other’s utterances in turns 7, 8 and 9, Sarah and Liam argue that family should have been hashtagged 
as ‘opinion’. In turn 11, the teacher selects Alex to elaborate further on why he thinks family ‘is an 
opinion’.

The excerpt demonstrates how contributions from one group are picked up and function as visual 
support for whole-class discussions. The teacher space in Talkwall provides the teacher access to the 
participants’ walls. This enables the teacher to distribute the results from the group discussions and 
initiate a whole-class discussion based on the group talk, aided by visual support from Talkwall. In 
addition, we see that she presses on and directly asks about the groups’ previous discussion. We also 
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see that Alex, who was not part of this group, eagerly elaborates on his stance. The visual support 
enables focused discussion, providing the students a shared or collective space for class dialogue 
(Wegerif et al., 2019).

The design of this activity ensured that all the students participated in and contributed to the 
group during the whole-class discussions. As such, the students’ thinking was shared and travelled 
via the ‘feed’, the Talkwall contributions and the oral dialogue. By displaying the groups’ walls with 
microblogs and hashtags to the whole class, the students’ participation in the group extended into 
the whole-class discussion, despite the fact that they did not directly contribute to the whole-class 
discussion. This means that even those who did not participate orally did so through the written 
contributions that they produced during group discussions or homework assignments.

Further, the group discussions became more permanent, as the students used Talkwall to 
document their work. Doing so seemed to make the group discussions more targeted and focused, 
as we demonstrated in the first example, because the students had access to a pool of their peers’ 
ideas. Moreover, Talkwall seems to support the teacher in using strategies that promote exploratory 
talk (Mercer & Littleton, 2007).

As we have seen, Talkwall and what we consider bridging concepts made possible an educational 
design that enabled (1) all students to contribute and share their ideas and (2) all students’ opinions 
and ideas to be considered, exposing the students to different perspectives. Moreover, the educa-
tional design, infused with dialogic pedagogy, promoted exploratory talk and enabled students to 
challenge each other, ask everyone to clarify their reasons and reach agreements as a group. These 
are important aspects in the development of critical thinking.

Discussion

We now relate the analysis of the teacher’s educational design and the students’ uptake of this 
design to the key themes that emerged from our analysis.

Figure 5. A representation of the group wall, particularly the group ‘Heat’. On their wall, they have pinned and hashtagged five 
microblogs.
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Permanence – the written and oral co-constitute

We observed that the educational design, in particular the #fact and #opinion labelling activity, 
encouraged the students to interact and think critically about their peers’ ideas. Embedding Talkwall 
in this activity visualised the ideas of others over time, representing these ideas in the feed and 
enabling them to be edited. We believe that the permanence of the contributions and the fact that 
the contributions are tangible and available for selection and organisation on the wall made them 
available to other students to build upon. The permanence of the contributions enabled the 
students to have more focused discussions as well (Mercier et al., 2015). Previous studies report 
similar results for students engaged in the identifying and judgement of their peers’ ideas and 
referencing the ideas of others using Knowledge Forum (Chen et al., 2015; Zhang et al., 2009). In the 
educational design, the distinction between facts and opinions was not clear-cut and relied on 
everyday concepts. Hence, the students were given the opportunity to practise the elements of 
exploratory talk in an authentic context (Mercer et al., 2019). Other studies regard this type of 
educational design as useful when teachers wish to undertake dialogic pedagogy and enhance 
interactions productive to learning (Mercer et al., 1999).

Try out ideas safely

The educational design in this study encouraged students to discuss and agree as a group before 
deciding on the wording of the contribution that would be shared in the whole-class discussion. This 
design was also accompanied by the ‘talk rules’ about joint decision making (Mercer et al., 2019) that 
were co-developed in the class and explicitly referenced by the teacher. We also observed that the 
teacher’s educational design gave students time to try out their ideas in small groups before sharing 
their written ideas, which can make participation in whole-class interactions more available to all 
students.

Concurrency – multiple participation options

Writing a contribution in Talkwall can be done concurrently; hence, students can contribute their 
answers without being interrupted or while waiting for their turn, which gives them time to reply 
with thoughtful responses. This can contribute to more equal participation than is attainable 
through face-to-face, whole-class discussions alone (Frøytlog & Rasmussen, 2020; Omland, 2021).

Teacher awareness

Embedding Talkwall in the activity allowed the teacher to direct the whole-class discussions in a way 
that enhanced elaboration, built on the groups’ discussions and mediated the uptake of student 
contributions (Mercier et al., 2015; Omland & Rødnes, 2020). For example, when the students’ 
contributions were displayed on the wall, there was often a need for more thorough explanations 
because of the short format. A typical strategy for this teacher, when considering the students’ 
contributions on the group walls, was to ask follow-up questions such as ‘Can you say more about 
that?’ or ‘Did you all agree on this?’ These questions seemed very natural to ask in the context of the 
whole-class discussions involving Talkwall. This indicates that using microblogging within the 
context of dialogic pedagogy and in combination with face-to-face communication can support 
teachers’ work in facilitating student efforts when they practise taking part in exploratory talk 
(Mercer et al., 2019).
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Wall talking

Talkwall is a microblogging tool that also has IWB properties, such as being a ‘shared dynamic dialogic 
space’ (Kershner et al., 2010) and a focal point for learners’ emerging thinking (Hennessy, 2011). The 
educational design made use of the two representational means in Talkwall, the feed and the wall, to 
assist the students’ talk and their collective understanding, to provide access to other ideas that extend 
the discussions beyond the groups, and to support the students as they deepened the discussion by 
challenging ideas presented in the feed. The teacher used these representational means by displaying 
either the teacher wall or one of the group walls on the classroom’s large screen to focus the entire class’s 
attention. We observed that sharing written contributions between groups widened the dialogic space 
by providing access to more ideas and different perspectives. Moreover, as the lesson design encouraged 
the students to select other ideas and label them with hashtags, the dialogic space deepened as they 
questioned and challenged the ideas of other groups (Cook et al., 2019; Warwick et al., 2020).

Conclusion

The findings from this study show that educational design involving microblogging can provide new 
possibilities for peer interactions by systematically enabling students to (1) access more of their peers’ 
ideas; (2) produce and discuss collective ideas; and 3) contribute to and participate in exploratory talk. In 
particular, the creative use of hashtags proved a suitable mechanism for facilitating peer interactions that 
promote critical thinking. The contributions, the feed, the wall, the space for the teacher and the 
hashtags, all termed bridging concepts (Smørdal et al., 2021), were key elements of the educational 
design, intended to enable the students to explore the distinction between facts and opinions, and to 
promote exploratory talk. Educational research has shown that engagement in dialogue can stimulate 
contrasting ideas, support students in focusing on the most relevant issues in information sources and 
provide them examples of the skills that underlie critical thinking (e.g., Ferguson & Bubikova-Moan, 
2019). Our research, which empirically investigated the teacher’s educational design and the students’ 
uptake – in which participants are encouraged to engage critically yet constructively with each other’s 
ideas – suggests that peer-group interactions can be developed to improve students’ critical thinking. 
Designing educational activities to use digital technology can engage young students in activities that 
are known to foster critical thinking skills. We argue for dialogic pedagogy as a way of increasing learning 
opportunities (e.g., Howe & Abedin, 2013). As our study demonstrates, the students practised several 
skills that are known to be educationally productive for learning, including asking questions, giving 
reasons, providing evidence and elaborating on others’ ideas in activities enabled by digital technology.
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Appendix A1. Talk rules

Original (Norwegian)

(1) Jeg har respekt for andres meninger.
(2) Jeg er forberedt på å forandre mening, det viser at jeg lytter til gode argumenter.
(3) Jeg stiller spørsmål ved forklaringer jeg ikke synes er gode nok.
(4) Alle skal bli spurt om hva de mener.
(5) Jeg ser og lytter til personen som snakker.
(6) Gruppen diskuterer alle alternativer før de bestemmer seg.

English translation

(1) Show respect for others’ opinions.
(2) Prepare to change your mind, which means that you are listening to good arguments.
(3) Ask questions if you think someone’s explanations are not good enough.
(4) Ask everyone for their opinion.
(5) Look at and listen to the person who is talking.
(6) The group discusses all alternatives before making a decision.
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