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Shared reading at kindergarten
Understanding book content through participation

Myrte N. Gosen,* Jan Berenst** and Kees de Glopper*
* University of Groningen / ** NHL University of Applied Sciences 
Leeuwarden

This paper presents a single case-study of a longitudinal shared reading pro-
gramme that took place in Dutch kindergartens with first language speakers 
of 4 to 6 years old. As will be shown, children participate both in a traditional 
instructional structure and in a participation framework characterised by a 
more or less free discussion. These structures establish an optimal learning 
environment both together and in relationship to each other. Our case study 
demonstrates how the teacher and the pupils participate in these successive 
frameworks and how this supports the construction of conceptual knowledge. It 
will be shown that participation during shared reading of picture books at kin-
dergarten is directly linked to interactional learning opportunities. 

Keywords: children’s conversations, classroom interaction, knowledge 
construction, participation framework

1. Introduction

Shared reading of picture books is a common activity in kindergarten. As kin-
dergarten often is a child’s first contact with education and since shared reading 
in a classroom differs from the one-to-one type of shared reading done at home, 
children have to learn to participate in the shared reading activity and the accom-
panying interactions at school.

This paper illustrates the kind of interactional structures young children may 
encounter during shared reading and how their participation in two different par-
ticipation frameworks (Goffman 1981; Goodwin and Goodwin 2004) contributes 
to their development. As will be shown in this contribution, these two participa-
tion frameworks establish an optimal learning environment, both in conjunction 
and in their mutual relationship. 
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Teachers using an interactive reading style (see, e.g., Greene Brabham and 
Lynch- Brown 2002) provide room for whole-classroom interaction about the 
books before, during, and after the shared reading session. Participation in whole- 
classroom interaction during shared reading activities has been shown to support 
the language and literacy development of children (e.g. Mol et al. 2008; What 
Works Clearinghouse 2007). The present contribution will show how participat-
ing in the two distinct but related participation structures during shared reading 
may support the development of knowledge related to topics, concepts, and situ-
ations presented in the books. 

2. Background

Learning has been seen as an interactive process since Vygotsky (e.g. 1978), who 
claimed that intermental (social) activity promotes intramental (individual) de-
velopment. Context is thought of as essential for learning. This view is widely ac-
knowledged by sociocultural researchers who consider learning as taking place by 
participation in social practices in a cultural community (Rogoff 1990), in which 
learning happens more or less incidentally (Lave and Wenger 1991; Wenger 1998). 

Within this perspective, knowledge is constructed in exchange and in collab-
oration with other members of the community. When members vary in skill and 
status, learning can take place through guided participation (Rogoff 1990; 2003). 
This is based on Vygotsky’s concept of the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD), 
described as the difference between what a child is able to do on its own and what 
a child can do with the help of a more experienced member (Vygotsky 1986). It 
is assumed that a more experienced member and a less skilled participant co- 
construct interaction, whereby the latter participant gradually develops the ability 
to do or say things without help. This process is more specifically described by  
Vygotsky as scaffolding: the skilled participant controls the elements of (inter)ac-
tion that are too difficult for a child so that the child can concentrate on elements 
that are within its range of competence (Wood, Bruner and Ross 1976). Scaffold-
ing in a broader sense points at strategies of experts that help novices accomplish 
a task they could not have done alone.

In a school environment, one tends to think of the teacher as the one who 
assists pupils in performing tasks they could have not done alone or in partici-
pating in interactions they would have not started themselves. A well-known and 
intensively studied interactional structure that teachers bring into the classroom 
is the routinised three-part-exchange. This Initiation-Response-Evaluation (IRE) 
structure (Mehan 1979a) consists of rounds of Initiation moves, which are pre-
dominantly occupied by a known information question (Mehan 1979b), followed 
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by Responses by one or more pupils, which are then Evaluated by the teacher 
in third position.1 When pupils enter an educational environment, they learn to 
participate in this structure, in which the teacher dominates and in which their 
role is limited (as summarised by Mehan 1998). Pupils are only capable of partic-
ipating when assisted by the teacher, who initiates the interaction and ends it by 
providing feedback on their answers. 

However, teachers not only assist pupils in participating in these educational 
structures; they also use the structures to make knowledge public and witness-
able to the whole class (Macbeth 2003). It could be said that pupils’ role in this 
structure is limited to providing the answer the teacher requires; by doing so, they 
contribute to the teacher’s routinised way of getting the information across to the 
whole class. Although one can obtain insight in pupils’ existing knowledge by 
their responses to known information questions, these kinds of interactions do 
not show pupils’ developing knowledge. In a similar vein, the access to knowledge 
obtained by participating in and by witnessing the IRE-structure does not auto-
matically lead to the development of knowledge. 

Additionally, children should be encouraged to participate in interactions 
that challenge them to use knowledge: by putting their ideas into words, knowl-
edge can be incorporated into their view of the world (Barnes 2008). Teachers 
may provide opportunities for more extended participation in interaction by ex-
pansion of the IRE structure. In initial position, teachers might pose an authentic 
question or give their own view concerning challenging issues and topics in order 
to open the floor for pupils to practice their own ideas (Clark et al. 2003; Nystrand 
and Gamoran 1991). In addition, when the third position is not used to close the 
initiation-response sequence, but to elaborate on it, this is found to open up op-
portunities for extended participation (Lee 2007; Nassaji and Wells 2000; Tabak 
and Baumgartner 2004; Wells 1993). 

Through extended participation, pupils get a chance to participate in lan-
guage practices that are less school-like in the sense that they do not reflect 
the authoritative structure in which the teacher is the leading force. Gutiérrez, 
Baquedano- López and Tejeda (1999) for instance illustrate that in more formal 
school contexts, pupils also participate in what they call ‘hybrid language prac-
tices’ that are more closely related to mundane interactions. Similarly, Sterponi 
(2007) illustrates different forms of participation and accompanying language 
practices in an educational reading context in which pupils incorporate interac-
tion in their individual reading practices without being explicitly invited to do so, 

1. This structure is also known as the Initiation-Response-Feedback (IRF) exchange as de-
scribed by Sinclair and Coulthard (1975).
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thereby incorporating mundane ways of interacting in the reading practices that 
assist them in their meaning-making practices.

Participation in interactions amongst peers is likewise found to be closely 
related to the development of knowledge. Studies investigating peers discuss-
ing challenging issues or tasks show that these interactions may be more or less 
constructive in terms of reasoning and knowledge development. Children’s col-
laborative group work in interaction is for instance addressed in terms of ‘con-
structing shared understanding’ (Elbers and Streefland 2000), ‘making new 
meaning’ (Furberg and Arnseth 2009), ‘agreed discoveries’ (Karlsson, Ivarsson 
and Lindström 2013) and ‘thinking together’ (Mercer and Littleton 2007). Such 
studies, ranging from primary school to university students, do not always ex-
plicitly claim that individual knowledge has been developed; they do show that 
the development of knowledge becomes visible in interactions amongst peers. 
Having studied an after-school programme in which peers collaborate and talk 
together, Nicolopoulou and Cole conclude that investigating the “‘social dimen-
sion’ of individual development” (1993: 312) provides more insight in learning 
in a dynamic, collaborative environment than may be obtained by looking at the 
individual child or interactional pair. 

Studying how children participate in an interactional setting may thus reveal 
how knowledge becomes visible in interaction. Teachers’ and pupils’ participation 
can be addressed by describing their respective participation status. These status-
es of participants “in a gathering at a particular moment” (Goffman 1981: 137) 
constitute what Goffman calls a participation framework. In this paper we will, 
more precisely, take a closer look at participation in two intertwined participation 
frameworks during one specific activity: the shared reading of picture books. 

This setting is particularly interesting because young children who have just 
entered school are still learning to participate in an educational environment, 
while also learning in a more content-specific sense of the word. Because of their 
unfamiliarity with interactions in an educational environment, it is expected that 
they will need for the teacher to provide more scaffolding in order for them to 
develop their knowledge in interaction. The activity of shared reading seemed 
to be a particularly interesting interactional environment because of the topics, 
concepts, and situations presented in the reading material that are expected to 
promote the conceptual construction of knowledge. 

There has been extensive research centred on shared reading interactions (e.g. 
Dickinson and Smith 1994; Greene Brabham and Lynch-Brown 2002; Pantaleo 
2007; Reese and Cox 1999; Reese et al. 2003; Wiseman 2011); however, these 
studies do not focus on the development of knowledge as it becomes visible in 
interaction, as they did not investigate interactions in relation to participation 
and concept knowledge in close detail. By contrast, the aforementioned study by 
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Sterponi (2007), in which older pupils engage in meaning-making practices while 
reading, nicely illustrates the relationship between interactional reading and the 
co- construction of knowledge; the author shows in detail how interactions about 
books enhance an understanding of the texts and of the world that is represented 
by the texts. This raises the question how younger children, who cannot yet read 
by themselves, participate in a shared reading environment and how their partic-
ipation in these interactions contributes to their understanding. 

In the current paper, we will show that children at this age are already com-
petent at recognising participation frameworks and participating in these specific 
interactional structures during the shared reading of picture books. We will dis-
cuss children’s participation in the challenging forms of discourse that are most 
often related to knowledge construction, but in addition we will argue that one 
should not underestimate the value of participation in a more instructional-type 
IRE framework, when this framework follows upon a more or less free discus-
sion. Our close analysis of one particular shared reading fragment will reveal that 
book- related knowledge is constructed by participating in these two different, 
successive interactional structures. 

3. Method

3.1 Participants and setting

Data were collected in a longitudinal shared reading programme in which three 
Dutch kindergarten teachers read two picture books a week for a period of twelve 
weeks. Each week, one shared reading session was videotaped in each of the kin-
dergarten classes. For the video recordings, two cameras were used that video-
taped the teacher and the children from two different angles. The teachers wore 
an external microphone. The whole database consists of 36 shared reading ses-
sions (roughly 18 hours of video material).

In the Netherlands, kindergarten is integrated within primary school and 
consists of the first two grades of primary school (for 4 to 6 years old children; 
for children 2 to 4 years old, there are optional preschools). The picture books 
were selected with a special focus on three distinct developmental domains: the 
socio- emotional, the mathematic, and the literary. In addition, the selected books 
were accompanied by instructions developed to stimulate constructive discus-
sions about the socio-emotional, mathematic, and literary content of the books.2

2. The picture books and instructions used in this study are respectively selected and developed 
within the Picture Books and COncept Development (PICO) project; a cooperation between the 
Freudenthal Institute Utrecht, the University of Tilburg and the University of Groningen.
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The books were read to the entire class of around 20 first language speakers, 
with the books being placed on a stand so that children could continuously look 
at the illustrations. Teachers read the text from a separate set of papers, which 
included a copy of each page and the accompanying shared reading instructions.

3.2 Data analysis

The whole database was transcribed according to transcription conventions based 
on Jefferson (1984; see the Appendix) by means of the computer program Transa-
na (Fassnacht and Woods 2004). The shared reading sessions were analysed in de-
tail in accordance with the qualitative methodology of Conversation Analysis (e.g. 
Ten Have 2007). This methodology focuses on participants’ interactional moves 
in order “to discover how participants understand and respond to one another 
in their turns at talk, with a central focus being on how ‘sequences of actions’ are 
generated” (Hutchby and Wooffitt 1998: 14). By studying participants’ sequential 
moves, one gains insight into their understanding of the ongoing event, as well as 
insight into their contributions to the same event by their own actions. This next-
turn- proof procedure ensures that “analyses explicate the orderly properties of talk 
as oriented to accomplishment of participants, rather than being based merely on 
the assumptions of the analyst” (Hutchby and Wooffitt 1998: 15). Using such an 
emic perspective, we got a closer look at how participants themselves interpret 
and design the interaction and as a consequence, how they interpret and design 
the overarching activity. At the same time, we obtained a better understanding of 
the activity and the organisation of the activity. 

During the last decades, several conversation analytic studies have specifical-
ly investigated the design and the organisation of activities in which knowledge is 
constructed; the aim was to study learning as it occurs in interaction. A close se-
quential analysis of interactions in classroom practices, for instance, generates in-
sight in the activity of learning (Szymanski 2003) or in the activity of instructing 
and being instructed (Margutti 2010: 344). As a result of these sequential analyses, 
these studies show learning opportunities that are created locally.

As mentioned above, the present study focuses on the shared reading activity 
in kindergarten. To obtain a closer insight in how pupils participate in interac-
tions during this activity and how this is related to opportunities for learning, we 
thoroughly studied one shared reading fragment. This enabled us to illustrate the 
participation in interactional detail in relation to the topic discussed, and the pos-
sible construction of knowledge about this topic. By doing so, we were able to give 
a complete overview of the participation in one episode as it happened, without 
risking jumping to conclusions.
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The selected fragment originates from a shared reading session of the picture 
book Sssst! (a translation of Grindley and Utton’s Shhh!, 1999/2001). The book is 
about a castle belonging to a giant. The reader is taken deeper into the castle page 
by page and is advised to keep silent in order not to awaken the dangerous giant. 
This makes it a very exciting book for children. Additionally, the shared reading 
programme uses this to discuss the mathematical concept of ‘perspective’ with 
the children.

The fragment of the shared reading session is centred around one page and 
one topic (namely, the size of the towers). As the picture used is of the giant’s cas-
tle, the illustration in the book takes a bottom-up perspective to give the reader 
the impression that the castle is very big and that the reader is small. On the sec-
ond page of the book (see Figure 1), the towers of the giant’s castle therefore look 
smaller than they actually are. This is something we expected children to learn by 
looking at the picture and by talking and thinking about it. Before discussing this 
page, the teacher and the children had been talking about the giant’s big footstep 
on the cover. However, they had not discussed the mathematical concept of ‘per-
spective’ before.

Sssst.

Dit is het kasteel
van een reus!

Figure 1. The Giant’s Castle (from the book Sssst!/Shhh! by Sally Grindley  
and Peter Utton (1999/2001)
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4. Findings

Our study demonstrates that children are able to participate in several interac-
tional structures that together establish a learning environment. It is the combi-
nation of a more or less free discussion, with room for extended participation by 
the children, followed by a more instructional, teacher-led structure, that makes 
the interaction suitable for knowledge construction. 

Initially, the children brainstorm about the ‘mathematical perspective’, focus-
ing on ‘why do the towers look that small?’. Next, the situation switches to a more 
instructional framework in which they are stimulated to use the right mathemati-
cal terminology to address the perspective chosen in the book and to answer their 
questions from the foregoing discussion. The study demonstrates how teacher 
and pupils participate in these frameworks and how their participation in these 
two successive frameworks can be related to the construction of knowledge.

4.1 Participation in a discussion framework

Before starting the discussion of the fragment, the teacher has read the whole text 
to the class. Next, she focuses on the illustration, as can be seen in Excerpt (1). 
This is the start of a discussion framework (Gosen et al. 2009), in which the teacher 
and the pupils participate in a discussion about the book’s content without the 
teacher being the leading force. Here, the study will show the practices the teacher 
uses to create this interaction, and how the children adapt to their role as partic-
ipants in the discussion. 

The first three excerpts illustrate the establishment of an assessment that elic-
its the participation in a discussion framework. As one will see, the establishment 
of a first assessment elicits a second assessment. The assessment sequences, taken 
as a whole, occasion further explanations. These explanations form the start of the 
discussion in which the teacher and the children participate. 

In Excerpt (1), the teacher explicitly asks the pupils to have a look at the house 
and the towers in lines 1–2 and 5–7 (and twice again in the continuation of the 
interaction, which is not included in this excerpt). By doing so, she indicates that 
she wants to talk about the illustration, not just the story line (Dutch torentjes 
translates as little towers). 

Excerpt (1) Incomplete statement, 1–13 

Speaker Transcript Dutch original 

1
2

→ Teacher would you have a ((points and looks 
at book)) (0.4) ↑look at that house

wil je es naar ((points and looks at 
book)) (0.4) dat huis ↑kijken,
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3 (.) (.)
4 Rick yes= ja=
5
6
7

→ Teacher =((points at book)) and ↓have a look 
at those ((moves finger back and 
forth)) (0.9) little towers up[there?

=((points at book)) en ↓kijk es naar 
die ((moves finger back and forth)) 
(0.9) torentjes daarbo[ven?

8 Rick                                                 [those are 
also bi:g

                                      [die zijn ook 
groo:t

9
10

→ Teacher I THInk those little towers are actu-
ally a bit ((questioning look))

IK VInd die torentjes eigenlijk een 
beetje  ((questioning look))

11 (0.5) (0.5)
12 → Daniel [sma:ll [klei:n
13 → Rick [scary [eng

The teacher starts a first assessment (Pomerantz 1984) in line 9, referring to the 
picture that is displayed in the book. The teacher’s assessment, however, is incom-
plete. Margutti has described this questioning practice as an Eliciting Completion 
Device (ECD, Margutti 2006) – an interactional practice that gives pupils the op-
portunity to participate in the interaction by completing an incomplete statement 
(chorally). This is a clear example of the guided participation (Rogoff 1990, 2003) 
that is typical for a learning environment. Besides the use of an ECD, the teach-
er’s questioning look and her silence (line 13) also invite pupils to complete the 
sentence.

The fact that two pupils do so by filling in two different options simultane-
ously, as can be seen in lines 12 and 13, indicates that even young pupils know 
how to respond to such an ECD, as previously illustrated by Margutti in the case 
of 7 to 8 years old children. Here, Daniel adds small (line 12), while Rick adds 
scary in line 13. Once the ECD is completed, the first assessment functions as 
another open invitation for the pupils to come up with a further assessment. In 
Excerpt (2), it can be seen that Rick indeed offers a second assessment. 

Excerpt (2) Scary or small?, 15–19 

Speaker Transcript Dutch original 

15
16
17
18

→ Teacher ↑yes ((points at book))
(0.7) 
↑have a look u:pwards (.) at those 
little towers

↑ja ((points at book))
(0.7) 
↑kijk maar es naar bo:ven (.) naar die 
torentjes

19 (.) (.)
20
21

→ Rick I ↓don’t think they are scary. ((shakes 
head))

ik vind ze ↓niet eng. ((shakes head))



© 2015. John Benjamins Publishing Company
All rights reserved

376 Myrte N. Gosen, Jan Berenst and Kees de Glopper

The teacher responds to the two contributions that end the ECD by means of a 
confirming yes in line 15. Since she is looking at her paperwork, it is not clear 
whether she confirms the contribution of either Rick or Daniel. Obviously, how-
ever, she confirms the completeness of the first assessment and offers room for a 
second assessment in line 16. When a second assessment does not follow immedi-
ately, she readdresses the referent of the assessment in lines 17–18. Hereafter, Rick 
aligns with the interactional assessment project. However, instead of preferably 
agreeing with the first assessment, he gives his own, contrastive, opinion. 

His different opinion on the towers reveals confusion as to whether the tow-
ers look small or scary. The teacher asks Rick for clarification and when she finds 
out he is talking about scariness, she stresses that she meant small, as can be seen 
in Excerpt (3) (the repair sequences are omitted here). This does not elicit an ex-
plicit second assessment. However, by providing an explanation, Rick shows that 
he agrees with the teacher that the towers are small indeed. 

Excerpt (3) Possible explanation, 35–40

Speaker Transcript Dutch original 

35 → Teacher  I said small ik zei klein
36 (1.9)  (1.9)
37
38
39
40

→ Rick yes that’s because  the (0.3) giant 
castle (0.3) (ca)stle is tha:t big 
((hand up flat)) that you ((points 
up)) al (0.3) most (0.3) can’t see: that 
tower

ja dat komt omdat  (0.3) t reuzen-
kasteel (0.3) (ka)steel zo: groot is 
((hand up flat)) dat je die ((points 
up)) toren bij- (0.3) na (0.3) niet kunt 
zie:n 

The repair in line 35 is formulated in an interesting manner: the teacher says 
that she said small, even though she actually started the ECD without uttering 
the word small. Her formulation here (implying that she had said small herself), 
indicates she was aiming for the ECD to be completed with small. Following the 
repair ending in line 35, the assessment is now completed in the right direction. 
This assessment is not followed by an explicit second assessment; however, Rick 
implicitly agrees with the teacher by providing an explanation. 

With her observation (framed as an assessment), the teacher seems to set an 
example to the pupils that giving one’s opinion about the picture in the book is le-
gitimate. By doing so, the teacher opens the floor for discussion. That ‘giving one’s 
opinion about the picture’ is indeed taken up as an open elicitation to contribute 
to the discussion, is again shown by Rick, in lines 37–40. Here, Rick self- selects 
and spontaneously comes up with a possible explanation as to why the towers 
look so small, which he illustrates by aligning gestures. His contribution takes a 
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typical form (indicated by the box around it in this and following excerpts) that 
regularly occurs with discussion contributions (Gosen, Berenst and de Glopper 
2013; these contributions typically contain a causal conjunction). In this case, 
the conjunction because is preceded by yes, which signals the relation with the 
previous contribution. 

Rick’s spontaneous use of an explanation is interesting, as it contrasts with 
his earlier contribution in lines 20–21, where he gives his opinion concerning 
whether or not the towers look scary. The explanation indicates that Rick (instead 
of just proffering his second assessment) understands that the towers’ downsizing 
needs further clarification; in this way, the pupils are invited to discuss the matter 
in more depth. This demonstrates that these young children are pupils that are 
oriented to specific participation structures and adapt to a discussion framework 
without being explicitly asked to do so.

Besides setting a good example by giving an opinion about the picture, the 
teacher also avoids explicit evaluations. This implicitly shows that pupils are in-
vited to participate in a joint discussion on the question ‘why do the towers look 
that small’. As shown later in the present article, the teacher knows why the towers 
look that small; she also has the right terminology for describing this. Therefore, 
she would be in a position to evaluate the answers. However, here the teacher acts 
like any other participant who knows no more about the topic than do the pupils: 
she does not yet reveal ‘why the towers look that small’, or how to address the 
implicit question.

Among other things, she treats pupils’ contributions as possible solutions in-
stead of evaluating them as correct or incorrect. For instance, she reacts to Rick’s 
explanation in Excerpt (3) by asking a question that leaves the accuracy of his 
solution undecided, as shown in Excerpt (4).

Excerpt (4) Avoiding explicit evaluations, 41–45

Speaker Transcript Dutch original 

41 → Teacher would that be it? zou dat t zijn?
42 (1.0) (1.0)
43 → Robert ↑yes= ↑ja=
44
45

→ Teacher =>how would that be possible,< 
((looks at book))

=>hoe zou dat nou kunnen,< ((looks 
at book))

Although Rick’s contribution is already a contribution in the right direction, the 
teacher only takes it as a starting point for a more elaborate discussion, allowing 
also for contributions of other pupils who speculate about why the towers look 
so small. They discuss this without offering alternative ‘correct’ answers. Instead, 
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they complement each other’s contributions in an exploratory manner (compara-
ble to what Mercer, 1995, has described as Exploratory Talk). The teacher accom-
modates this by treating pupils’ turns as contributions to a discussion, rather than 
as correct or incorrect answers. 

The teacher sets a trend by not evaluating the first contribution (line 37–40). 
Instead, she asks would that be it (line 41). By doing so, she acts as if the informa-
tion (the explanation why the towers look that small) is not available to her either. 
Interestingly, however, the question in line 41 is taken up as a request for confir-
mation by Robert in line 43. This indicates that Robert understands that a dis-
cussion framework is relevant here: he accepts that he, in addition to the teacher, 
could be the one to confirm whether something is correct or incorrect. However, 
the teacher does not respond to Robert, but stimulates further discussion on the 
issue of the small towers by asking another question in line 44.

The teacher also reacts to possible explanations by using facial expressions, 
like a frown or raised eyebrows (common expressions of surprise or amazement). 
Excerpt (5) (which follows on the previous quote) shows an example of such a 
facial expression in context.

Excerpt (5) Surprised expression, 48–52

Speaker Transcript Dutch original 

48
49

→ Tim because  that is to the ((points up)) 
clouds=

want  dat is tot de ((points up)) 
wolken=

50
51

→ Teacher =((surprised expression, points at 
book, nods)) 

=((surprised expression, points at 
book, nods))

52 (2.3) (2.3)

In lines 48–49, Tim gives another possible explanation as to ‘why the towers look 
that small’, after the open question in line 44 of Excerpt (4). This also displays that 
he understands that the teacher and the class are still operating within a discus-
sion framework. His use of because indicates that he is elaborating on previous 
contributions and the teacher’s open question by providing an argument.

His possible explanation is taken up (lines 50–51) non-verbally by the teach-
er’s pointing, nodding and surprised expression (see Figure 2). Herewith, she ac-
knowledges Tim’s contribution and confirms the discussion framework, in which 
participants are allowed to come up with possible explanations and in which self- 
selection is permitted. The teacher’s surprised expression indicates that she is not 
evaluating the contribution, but merely accepts it as a new, possible explanation. 
Her facial expressions show that she had not thought of the question in those 
terms; here, she acts like any other participant who is thinking along.
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The fragment’s continued discussion shows the pupils maintaining partici-
pant status (Goffman 1981) in the discussion. In Excerpt (6), pupils also frame 
their contributions in a hypothetical manner and the teacher encourages the 
discussion by her non-evaluative acceptations. The excerpt starts with Tim, who 
elaborates on his own contribution in lines 48–49 of Excerpt (5). 

Excerpt (6) Maybe, 53–67

Speaker Transcript Dutch original 

53 → Tim °maybe to the moo:n° °misschien tot de maa:n°
54 (0.3) (0.3)
55 → Teacher may [be ↑yes ((looks at Dries)) mis[schien ↑wel ((looks at Dries))
56
57
58

→ Dries          [ma- (.) maybe the st- ((hands 
somewhat apart)) (.) towers that 
stand there 

       [me- (.) misschien zijn de st- - 
((hands somewhat apart)) (.) torens 
die daar op staan 

59 (0.3) (0.3)
60 [are very bi:g [wel heel groo:t
61 → Kyra [((brings hand upwards)) [((brings hand upwards))
62 (0.4) (0.4)

Figure 2. Teacher’s surprised expression
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63 Teacher [((nods)) [((nods))
64
65
66
67

→ Dries [only (.) >maybe it is< so big (.) that 
you •h can’t see them 
(.) 
[((hands apart)) how big they are

[alleen (.) >misschien i:s ie< zo groot 
(.) dat je •h ze niet kunt zien 
(.) 
[((hands apart)) hoe groot ze zijn

Both Tim and Dries frame their contributions in Excerpt (6) in a non-straight-
forward manner. Their use of the adverb maybe (lines 53, 56, 64) indicates that 
rather than straightforward answers to a question, these are tentative contribu-
tions to a discussion in which such input is allowed. In addition, the softer tone 
of voice (Tim’s in line 53) and the relatively long silences and hesitations (Dries’ 
in lines 56–60) likewise display a level of uncertainty and thinking-aloud that is 
allowed during a discussion. The teacher’s acceptance of Tim’s contribution by 
repeating maybe in line 55 shows that she is (again) not explicitly evaluating Tim’s 
contribution, but accepts his suggestion from line 53. She also indicates that self- 
selection is accepted within this participation framework, since she gazes towards 
Dries (line 55) when he creates overlap with the teacher in line 56. 

The use of maybe shows that children bring in hypotheses that can be re-
acted to, and that they contribute cumulatively to the general discussion. Even 

Figure 3. Kyra lifting her hand
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Kyra, who is not contributing verbally, appears to think about the general issue 
in line 61 of Excerpt (6) by lifting her hand when they talk about big towers (as 
shown in Figure 3). 

That children also react to the other children’s contributions verbally can be 
seen in Excerpt (7). This excerpt illustrates that pupils explore and discuss to-
gether, instead of offering alternative answers to a traditional, known information 
question – something which is characteristic for the discussion framework. Ex-
cerpt (7) starts with Dries’ contribution from Excerpt (6), repeated here to dis-
play Tim’s follow-up from line 69 till the end of this excerpt. As in the previous 
excerpts, the teacher remains in the background. 

Excerpt (7) Yes because, 64–78

Speaker Transcript Dutch original 

64
65
66
67

→ Dries [only (.) >maybe it is< so big (.) that 
you •h can’t see them
(.) 
[((hands apart)) how big they are

[alleen (.) >misschien i:s ie< zo groot 
(.) dat je •h ze niet kunt zien 
(.)
[((hands apart)) hoe groot ze zijn

68 Teacher [((nods, points at Dries)) [((nods, points at Dries))
69
70

→ Tim [yes because  we are totally ((hand 
low)) down [looking

[ja want  wij zijn helemaal ((hand 
low)) beneden [aan t z:ien 

71
72

→ Teacher                      [((surprised expression, 
points at Tim))

                          [((surprised expres-
sion, points at Tim))

73
74

→ Tim •h and the little towers are ve:::ry 
high ((hand up)) [because that castle 
is a very

•h en de torentjes zijn hee::l hooge 
((hand up)) [want dat kasteel is 

75 → Teacher                               [((nods)) °look°=                       [((nods)) °kijk°=
76
77

Tim h- ((both hands up)) big 
buil[di:ng,

een heel gr- ((both hands up)) groot 
ge[bou:w,

78 → Teacher        [((nods, looks in book))     [((nods, looks in book))

When the teacher nods and points at Dries in line 68 (thereby accepting his con-
tribution), Tim is speaking in overlap (lines 69–70). This possible completion on-
set overlap (Jefferson 1986), which occurs when Dries’ turn constructional unit 
(TCU) is completed, shows that Tim adds something to Dries’ explanation. Tim’s 
use of yes because also indicates that Tim is building on Dries’ contribution. Tim 
starts his explanation by self-selecting while the teacher is still focused on the 
previous speaker, Dries. As before, the teacher clearly accepts his self-selection 
and, acting as a discussion leader, points at Tim in lines 71–72. Again, her sur-
prised facial expression indicates that she treats this as information that is new to 
her: the teacher is not evaluating, but accepting the contribution as input to the 
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discussion. Her contributions in line 75 and 78 function in the same way (look 
is not an imperative here, but renders a Dutch phrase used to express surprise, 
comparable to ‘I see’).

Interestingly, Tim uses the formulation yes because, as it is regularly used to 
frame a discussion contribution. In this case, Tim’s use of yes because clearly es-
tablishes a link between Dries’ earlier contribution and his own input. This shows 
a form of exploratory talk, in which pupils build critically but constructively on 
each other’s contributions. In this particular case, Tim is constructively build-
ing on another pupil’s contribution as he gives an argument in addition to Dries’ 
statement. Exploratory Talk (Mercer 1995) is described as a useful form of speech 
for reasoning and discussing together in peer interaction. Here, children reason 
together as participants in a discussion within a whole-classroom discussion 
framework, while the teacher is present more or less as a bystander.

The discussion framework is coming to an end with Excerpt (8), in which 
Tim refers to the book’s continuation as possible confirmation of what they have 
just been discussing. Simultaneously, Dries seems to think about a possible solu-
tion for looking at the towers, as is shown by his non-verbal movements (see also 
Figure 4). 

Excerpt (8) Maybe we will come up too, 79–83

Speaker Transcript Dutch original 

79 → Tim [and uh and if- (0.4) maybe we will [en eh en als- (0.4) misschien komen 
we 

80
81

→ Dries [((forms a ‘telescope’ with hands and 
looks upwards))

[((forms a ‘telescope’ with hands and 
looks upwards))

82
83

Tim come ↑up too and then those towers 
will ↑also be very bi:g

ook nog ↑boven en dan zijn die 
torens ↑ook heel groo:t

As to Tim, he carries his explanation, started in Excerpt (7), on to the next pas-
sage. Once again, Tim uses the adverb maybe. In this case, however, maybe is used 
to predict what might happen next. By doing so, he almost postpones the issue 
of the small towers until the factual solution is shown by the picture book itself. 
This can be seen as a sign that Tim acknowledges the fact that even the teacher 
does not have the solution to the problem, but that the book might possibly help 
to clear up the uncertainty in their joint hypothesising during the ongoing dis-
cussion. As will be shown in Section 4.2, below, the teacher follows up on Tim’s 
contribution by asking a more instructional-type question that starts the second, 
instructional, framework.
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Before going into this framework, it should be noticed that Excerpt (8) also 
shows an intriguing non-verbal movement by Dries in lines 80–81 (see also Fig-
ure 4). Although his gestures are not taken up by any of the other participants, 
they show that he is still contributing adequately by ‘looking upwards through 
a telescope’. It could be said that this is an elaboration of his contribution in 
lines 64–67 of Excerpt (6) and (7), in which he says that the towers might be big, 
but that they could not be seen. Dries’ looking through a ‘telescope’ indicates that 
he is thinking of a solution to his own formulated problem of ‘not being able to 
see the towers’. As Koschmann and LeBaron (2002) have shown, gestures can be 
seen as embodying thinking-in-interaction. This means that although Dries is not 
contributing in a verbal manner, his contribution to this discussion framework 
may still display that he is thinking along.

4.2 Instructional interaction

So far, we have seen that both pupils and teacher accept their respective status as 
discussion participants and discussion leader, and act in accordance with these 
in a discussion framework. However, as we will see in the following, this is not 
the only framework that is relevant in our fragment: children adapt just as easily 
to the instructional framework that is more typical for traditional classroom in-
teractions, and is built around IRE structures. The next excerpts will show how 
children follow the teacher’s switch to this framework in a shared reading setting. 

Figure 4. Looking through a telescope
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In addition, it will be shown how the combination of the two different successive 
participation frameworks contributes to the children’s learning possibilities.

In Excerpt (9), the teacher does not continue with the possible solution pro-
posed by Tim in Excerpt (8). Instead, she asks a known information question. This 
excerpt follows after Tim’s proposal and functions to mark a turn to a more in-
structional framework in which the terminology used to describe the perspective 
chosen in the book plays a central role. 

Excerpt (9) Turning point, 84–95

Speaker Transcript Dutch original 

84 → Teacher °yeah° (0.3) because [how do- (0.3) °jah° (0.3) want [hoe kij- (0.3) 
85
86

→ Dries                                     [maybe even 
bigger than school ((two fingers up))

                            [misschien nog grot-
er dan de school ((two fingers up))

87 Teacher how do we look at it Tim, hoe kijken wij d’r tegen aan Tim,
88 → (0.6) (0.6)
89 → Tim strai:ght re:cht
90 (0.5) (0.5)
91 Teacher ↑not totally ↓straight ↑niet heemaal ↓recht
92 (.) (.)
93 → Tim [((‘slanting’ gesture)) a bit slanti:ng [((‘slanting’ gesture)) ‘n beetje schui:n
94 → Rick [slanti:ng [schui:n

Interestingly, the teacher uses the conjunction because in her question (line 84), 
implicating that she builds on an earlier contribution (which could be the one in 
Excerpt (7)). However, here the word seems to function as a sequential linking to 
the next phase of the fragment.

The question in lines 84 and 87 is addressed to a pupil (here, to Tim) for the 
first time in this shared reading session. In interactions involving the whole class-
room, teachers are normally the ones who direct speakership (McHoul 1978). In 
the discussion framework, however, the teacher does not select pupils for a turn 
as she does in line 87. This is why this question can be seen as indicating a switch 
from the discussion framework to a more traditional instructional framework. The 
use of how in combination with we also characterises the question as a known 
information question. In particular, the use of we indicates that the teacher is in 
search of something that belongs to general knowledge rather than representing 
an opinion or a hypothesis.

The switch between frameworks is confirmed by the teacher’s treatment of 
Dries’ contribution. Apparently, it is not clear to Dries yet that the framework is 
switching to a more instructional one, as can be seen in lines 85–86. He adds an-
other contribution to the previous discussion, again using maybe to hypothesise 
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further on the size of the towers. For the first time in the fragment, this is not taken 
up by the teacher as she did before. The lack of acceptance of his contribution (in-
stead, there is a relatively long silence in line 88) could serve as an indication that 
the participation has changed into one suitable to an instructional framework.

Tim and Rick adapt to this changed framework by participating as respon-
dents instead of as participants in a discussion in lines 89, 93 (see also Figure 5) 
and 94. Both Tim and Rick contribute to the discussion by means of elaborated 
hypotheses. But in this framework, their responses are kept brief, which indi-
cates that they understand that another ‘game’ is being played here. The teacher 
indicates that Tim’s answer is not completely correct, and in doing so, she starts 
a correction sequence (Macbeth 2004), which is typical for traditional whole- 
classroom interaction. This sequence is responded to by Tim and Rick simultane-
ously. As shown in Figure 5, Tim first produces a gesture indicating the ‘slanting 
perspective’, then immediately follows up with a brief verbal affiliation.

Together with his non-verbal contribution, Tim’s verbal contribution displays 
that he is still thinking along (Koschmann and LeBaron 2002). This was also the 
case with Dries in Excerpt (8). However, Tim’s and Rick’s answers are not taken 
up, as seen in Excerpt (10).

Excerpt (10) What did you say just before, 96–107

Speaker Transcript Dutch original 

96
97

→ Teacher [((points at Tim)) we are- yes uh we 
↓are (.) what did you say just be[fore

[((points at Tim)) wij zij- ja eh wij 
↓zijn (.) wat zei jij net [al,

98
99

→ Rick                                                         [in 
the classroom

                                       [in de klas

Figure 5. Slanting perspective
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100 (0.4) (0.4)
101 → Teacher we ↓are [no: ((points at book)) wij ↓zijn [nee: ((points at book))
102
103

→ Kris                [small ((flat hand from top to 
bottom))

                [klein ((flat hand from top 
to bottom))

104
105

→ Teacher no ((points at book)) we ↓are (.) here- 
when we ↓look here

nee ((points at book)) wij ↓zijn (.) 
hier- als we hier naar ↓kijken

106 → (0.4) (0.4)
107 → Tim °yes°= °ja°=

In Excerpt (10), the instructional framework continues; the teacher is obviously 
in search of a specific answer and scaffolds Tim to help him discover the termi-
nology she is searching for. She nominates Tim by pointing and encouraging him 
to answer her initial, instructional question by focusing, in lines 96–97, on what 
Tim said earlier during the discussion. Normally, such a move functions as a re-
quest to repeat what was said before. However, as this excerpt shows, Tim does 
not respond to the request immediately with the preferred response. As we have 
seen, he has contributed to the discussion in several turns, so the reason might 
be that Tim is not clear as to what the teacher is aiming for now. Nevertheless, 
he seems to understand that he has been selected to provide the answer. This can 
be seen in line 107, where he joins in with a soft-voiced yes, after another hint 
from the teacher in lines 104–105 and after a relatively long silence of 0.4 seconds 
(line 106).

When Tim does not respond at all, Rick and Kris try to fill-in the ‘we are 
sentence’ in lines 98–99 and 102–103. The teacher evaluates both contributions 
negatively with a prolonged no in line 101 and a stressed no in line 104. Although 
their contributions do not appear to be what the teacher requires, Rick and Kris 
participate in the instructional sequences correctly since they understand that 
they are asked to complete the sentence starting with we are.

When Tim finally adapts to his role as a selected respondent, he does not 
come up with a repetition of what he had said earlier; instead, he shows that he 
knows how to function within the instructional sequence by acknowledging 
that he previously alluded to something that might be relevant. So, all three of 
these pupils participate without knowing the requested information. Excerpt (11) 
shows that Tim remains aware of his role as a selected respondent.

Excerpt (11) Be-ne-den, 108–114

Speaker Transcript Dutch original 

108 → Teacher =you [↑said it just before, =je [↑zei t net al,
109 Rick            [do-        [bene- 
110 (0.4) (0.4)
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111 Rick below= beneden=
112 Simon =[slanting =[schuin
113 → Teacher    [be[low ye:s ((nods))    [bene[:den ja: ((nods))
114 → Tim         [low              [neden

By once again focusing on what Tim had said in line 108, the teacher repeats her 
indication that she is aiming for a specific contribution. Although Tim contrib-
uted in the turn before the teacher’s turn, and she is gazing at Tim, only Rick and 
Simon acknowledge this instructional elicitation by coming up with potential, 
short answers. When the teacher acknowledges Rick’s answer below by repeating 
it and adding a prolonged yes in line 113, Tim creates overlap in line 114 by com-
pleting the teacher’s repetition. It should be mentioned that the Dutch for below 
is a three-syllable word (be-ne-den); this makes it possible to realise a joint com-
pletion; actually, Tim joins in by producing only the last two syllables of the word 
(ne-den). This completion suggests that Tim still aims to give the expected answer.

That the teacher indeed is looking for a specific expression to address the 
issue of ‘why the towers look so small’ can be seen in Excerpt (12). In this part of 
the interaction the teacher gives a clear-cut description, since the children did not 
come up with the ‘terminology’ she was looking for in the preceding instructional 
sequences. 

Excerpt (12) You know how we also say that?, 115–124

Speaker Transcript Dutch original 

115 Teacher and be[low, en bene[den,
116
117

→ Max             [and that tower is ↑above 
((hand above his head))=

              [en die toren is ↑boven 
((hand above his head))=

118 → Teacher =>yes< (.) that one is very tall heh =>ja< (.) die is heel hoog heh 
119 (0.3) (0.3)
120
121

→ >yes< because you look from- you 
know [how we also say that?

>ja< want je kijkt er- weet je
[hoe dat ↓ook wel heet

122 → Walter            [I can’t see: anything [ik kan niks zie:n
123 → Simon ye:s= ja:=

In line 116, Max self-selects and contributes with above (the opposite of the earlier 
below), accompanied by raising his hand. The teacher acknowledges his contribu-
tion by her yes in the first position and subsequently by rephrasing Max’s contri-
bution (line 118). This, then, she uses as the point of departure for characterising 
the book’s perspective.

The teacher clearly introduces this characterisation in lines 120–121. Af-
ter her response to Max’ previous contribution in line 118, there is a silence of 
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0.3 seconds. Then, she links this to the upcoming, explicit instruction by her use 
of yes followed by a sentence starting with because you look from…? However, she 
restarts in line 120 by posing a question you know how we also say that? – possibly 
a pre- announcement that some instruction on the characterisation of the small 
towers will be forthcoming. However, the pupils’ contributions in lines 122–123 
appear to be unrelated to the teacher’s question; this lack of relevant contributions 
indicates that the pupils suppose they are not expected to answer here.

In Excerpt (13) (lines 125–126), the teacher’s very quick response to her own 
question confirms that the pre-sequence did not serve as a question to the pupils, 
but as an announcement of an upcoming instruction.

Excerpt (13) Look up at it from down below, 125–132

Speaker Transcript Dutch original 

125
126

→ Teacher =you look up at it from <do:wn (0.4) 
below>

=je kijkt er van <o:nder af (0.4) 
tegenaan>

127 (0.9) (0.9)
128 → Rick yes [because ja [want-
129 → Dries         [when you-      [als je-
130
131
132

→ Teacher         [and then it just ↑looks like 
((points at Tim)) what you said  
before, (.) as if those [little towers  
are ↓very ↑small

     [en dan ↑lijkt het net ((wijst 
naar Tim)) wat jij al zei, (.) of die 
[torentjes ↓heel ↑klein zijn

The instruction look up at it from down below (lines 125–126) is marked by a 
slowing down, a relatively long silence, and by stress on a part of the Dutch phrase 
van onder af tegenaan (at it from down below) – all indicating that this phrase 
is found to be important (something which was already indicated by the pre- 
sequence announcing this characterisation).

This emphasis on characterising the towers makes it plausible that Rick and 
Dries spontaneously, after a relatively long silence in line 127, start elaborating, 
in a discussion-like manner, on what they took to be as a statement requiring 
the pupils’ reactions (lines 128–129). Especially Rick’s turn is interesting in this 
respect, since the start of his turn (yes because) is typical for discussion contribu-
tions. However, the teacher interrupts them in line 130, and by doing so she takes 
control of the instructional framework. The fact that neither of the two pupils fin-
ish their started contributions indicates that they recognise that the instructional 
participation framework, not the discussion one, is relevant here.

With the teacher’s instruction (looking up at it from down below), the inter-
action concerning this page comes to an end. In the continuing interaction (Ex-
cerpt (14)), the teacher focuses, in line 133, on the illustration, as she did in the 
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beginning of the fragment as a whole. Her you see makes the children focus on 
the picture and stimulates a discussion (as also has been shown in the case of Ex-
cerpt (1)). We also see how Dries reverts to his utterance in line 135, taking it as a 
starting point to reopen the issue of the small towers. However, his contribution 
in lines 135–136 is even more interesting as a case of knowledge development. 
With this contribution, he ‘summarises’ what they have been discussing before: 
do the towers only seem to be small, or are they small in reality? 

Excerpt (14) But that is not true, 133–141

Speaker Transcript Dutch original 

133 → Teacher =((looks at book)) you [see? =((looks at book)) zie [je dat?
134 Rick                                        [I: said that                                       [dat zei I:k 
135
136

→ Dries                                        [but that <is 
not true>

                                      [maar dat <is 
niet waar>

137 (0.3) (0.3)
138 Rick I: said that= dat zei i:k=
139 → Teacher =I think it is ↓not true =het is denk ik ↓niet waar
140 Rick °I: [said that° °dat [zei i:k°
141 → Teacher      [right exactly ((turns page))         [klopt precies ((turns page))

Dries complements the teacher’s contribution (lines 130–132 of Excerpt (13)) by 
adding but that is not true (lines 135–136). Doing so, he demonstrates acquired 
knowledge (Koole 2010) by displaying his understanding that the towers only 
seem to be small. While this indicates that Dries has learnt something, it should 
be noted, too, that no information is provided as to whether he understands why 
the towers look so small (because we look upwards at it [the picture] from below).

In line 139, the teacher responds to his contribution by uttering I think (with 
emphasis on think). Normally, this expression is used to display uncertainty, so 
this makes it look as if she too is uncertain about the book’s perspective. By doing 
so, she again acts like a regular, unknowing participant, just as she did during the 
discussion framework period. However, she immediately counters this impression 
by offering a clear positive evaluation in line 141, where she appears to revert to 
her behaviour during the period of the instructional framework.

Meanwhile, however, and in overlap with the teacher’s initial positive evalua-
tion, yet another pupil, Robert, spontaneously takes a next step by hypothesising 
why the towers only seem small, but in reality are big (Excerpt (15)); doing so, he 
too acts like a discussant and demonstrates knowledge. 
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Excerpt (15) Ending of the fragment, 142–151

Speaker Transcript Dutch original 

142 → Robert    [I know why that [tower    [ik weet waarom dat die [toren
143 Rick                                   [that said-                                               [dat zei-
144
145

Kris beuh ((sound with hands as a horn 
in front of mouth))

beuh ((sound with hands as a horn 
in front of mouth))

146 → Robert is that bi:g= zo groo:t is=
147 Rick =I said that (.) not [Tim =dat zei ik (.) niet [Tim
148
149
150

→ Teacher                                  [well 
[we- we carry on further ((turns 
page))

                                [nou 
[we- we gaan es even verder ((turns 
page))

151 Robert [(because) a giant lives in there [(want) d’r woont een reus in erin

As did Dries, Robert too shows (lines 142 and 146) that he understands the es-
sence of the fragment, namely that the towers are not small, but big. However, 
the teacher does not use this to re-open the discussion framework, but makes 
it clear that the interaction on the subject of the towers ends here. She does not 
respond to Robert, but turns the page, expressing verbally that now they will read 
on (lines 149–150), and actually starts to read the next page (not included in the 
excerpt). In this way, the fragment dealing with the small towers definitely comes 
to an end.

5. Conclusion and discussion

The fragment from the reading session discussed above serves as an example of 
the interaction that takes place during shared reading. In this interaction, the 
teacher takes an illustration from the book as her point of departure. She focuses 
the pupils’ attention on a particular topic: the small size of the towers, as shown in 
the picture. Our analysis of this fragment has uncovered two different participa-
tion frameworks for the pupils to participate in.

Initially, teacher and pupils participate in a discussion framework. The teach-
er contributes to this participation framework by the use of open questions, by 
creating room for complex contributions, and by not assessing the children’s con-
tributions. Children adapt to this structure by spontaneously offering hypotheses 
on ‘why the towers look so small’, using the modality adverb maybe. These hy-
potheses are often built on previous contributions of other children, illustrated by 
contributions framed by introductions like (yes) because. That means that some 
children are really reasoning in this discussion framework. 
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However, the role of the teacher is still different from that of the children. 
Only the teacher is in charge of turn allocation; however, she does not necessarily 
do this in advance, but indicates who made an interesting contribution by looking 
at or pointing to the children during or after their turns. In this way, she is the 
only one who acknowledges the pupils’ hypothesising; she assesses their contribu-
tions depending on suitability and interest and does this, amongst other things, 
by her facial expressions and her pointing. This indicates that the teacher does not 
completely withdraw from her traditional classroom role and participation status 
as teacher; rather, she extends her status to being a discussion leader within this 
discussion framework. In other words, she ‘guides participation’ (Rogoff 1990; 
2003) to enable the pupils to discuss within their ZPD (Zone of Proximal Devel-
opment; Vygotsky 1986).

In the participation framework following the discussion framework, the fo-
cus changes slightly to the terminology describing ‘how come the towers look so 
small’. As we saw from the interaction, the teacher is in search of a specific ex-
pression for describing the perspective chosen in the book. She guides the pupils 
towards this expression within a participation framework that is best described as 
an instructional framework. 

The pupils’ participation in this instructional framework mainly consists in 
their coming up with short answers that can be characterised as non-hypothesis-
ing. The teacher’s participation consists in working towards this characterisation 
during the interaction, by formulating known-information questions, by focusing 
on a specific phrase, by evaluating the pupils’ contributions, and by paying special 
attention to what a particular pupil said during the discussion. Here, the teacher 
does not just lead the discussion, but guides the interaction step by step in an 
instructional manner.

What this shows is that pupils, even at this relatively young age and with little 
experience of an educational setting, contribute to, and participate in, different 
interactional structures. It further illustrates the pupils’ understanding of inter-
actional structures and confirms their “understanding in matters of education as 
outcomes”, as Macbeth has expressed it (Macbeth 2011: 4). Within the sociocul-
tural perspective on learning in a school context, participation in classroom in-
teraction is the first, important step towards learning content. The analysis of this 
fragment shows that even young pupils are able to negotiate this step in different 
frameworks. 

This insight that learning is an interactional activity and that pupils’ knowl-
edge construction becomes visible by their participation in interaction is not 
new. In particular, pupils’ participation in extended forms of interaction has been 
hailed as contributing to their construction of knowledge (e.g. Lee 2007; Nassaji 
and Wells 2000; Tabak and Baumgartner 2004; Wells 1993). In light of this, the 
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pupils’ extended participation in the discussion framework during shared reading 
is expected to be especially promising.

However, the analysis of our fragment has also shown that it is not the discus-
sion per se, but the combination of several frameworks that leads to solving the 
problem of ‘why the towers look so small’. In other words, it is not the extended 
participation framework that by itself leads to potential knowledge development; 
rather, the instructional framework (based on the IRE structure) contributes to 
this in its own right. 

The ensuing instruction in the IRE format starts from an already existing, 
joint point of departure. When the teacher starts her instruction with the words 
‘how we can also say that’, the children have already turned their minds to the 
issue, as is clear from their verbal and non-verbal contributions during the dis-
cussion. Having struggled with the mathematical aspects of the problem, the chil-
dren may be expected to be more receptive to a formulation of the explanation 
that is offered in a question-answer manner by the teacher. 

The conclusion from our research is that the (IRE-formatted) instructional 
sequences in the context of a previous discussion are what provides the basis for 
a successful knowledge construction, as they allow the children to come up with 
their own questions, and their own solutions to the problem at hand. In this way, 
the soil is prepared to receive the instruction sequences that will bring the chil-
dren up to the next level.
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Appendix. Transcription symbols (based on Jefferson 1984)

[text   overlapping speech; point at which an ongoing utterance is joined by another utter-
ance

=   break and subsequent continuation of contiguous utterances
(0.4)  pause (in seconds)
(.)   micro pause (less than 0.2 seconds)
.   stopping fall in tone (not necessarily at the end of a sentence)
,   continuing intonation (not necessarily between clauses of sentences)
?   rising inflection (not necessarily a question)
!   animated tone (not necessarily an exclamation)
-   halting, abrupt cutoff
↓   marked falling shift in intonation
↑   marked rising shift in intonation
°   talk that is quieter than surrounding talk
TEXT  talk that is louder than surrounding talk
text   emphasis
:   extension of the sound that follows (0.2 seconds for every colon)
>text<  speech is delivered at a quicker pace than surrounding talk
<text> speech is delivered at a slower pace than surrounding talk
hhh   audible aspiration
·hhh  audible inhalation
(text)  transcriber is in doubt about the accuracy of the transcribed stretch of talk
( )   transcriber could not achieve a hearing for the stretch of talk
((text))   description of a phenomenon, of details of the conversational scene or other charac-

terizations of talk
[...]   deletion of part of original transcript
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