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| NTRCDUCT1 ON

RESEARCH CONTEXT

Over the last fifteen years, increasing attention has been
paid to the value of encouraging children to talk, with each
other and wth the teacher, to help them in their
construction of new know edge in the classroom The theory
underpinning this is that of social constructivism a theory
of learning which places the child centre-stage. Inportant in
this theory is the child s social conmunicative interaction
with others. This study |ooks at the way in which a conputer
dat abase provides the context which allows l|earners to use
| anguage collaboratively to help in their joint and

i ndi vi dual construction of know edge.

The theory of | anguage held in this study 1is a
soci ol i nguistic one, so that developnent is seen in terns of
the acquisition of conmmunicative conpetence, which itself
depends on the interaction between two or nore people in a
given socio-cultural context. At the risk of oversinplifying,
it is to say that children acquire |anguage by using it. It

is a functional approach.

RESEARCH FOCUS

To be specific, this study hopes to show, by detailed
analysis of the children's discourse, that the conputer,
runni ng dat abase software to help the children solve a given
task, provides a context which maintains and structures the

children's discourse and helps it to proceed in a
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col | aborative manner thus helping them in their construction

of new know edge.

THE RESEARCH METHOD

Details of this are contained in the section on Methodol ogy,
but, in outline, the research nethod adopted had in mnd the
strictures of Stubbs, who believes that research of this kind
shoul d be,
"based on naturalistic observation and recording of
| anguage in real social situations.”
(St ubbs, 1983, P.140)
As such it lies in the ethnographic tradition, i.e

observation of the children in a situation as close to the

normal cl assroom as possi bl e.

| MPORTANCE OF THE RESEARCH

The inportance of this research lies in its attenpt to show
by detailed analysis of the children's talk, how the conputer
may provide a context for the children's discourse, and which

| anguage uses are encouraged by this.

Page 3



Comput er dat abases and | anguage uses : Sinon M dgl ey

TALK I N THE CLASSROOM The Literature

A SOCI OLI NGUI STI C VI EW

By the end of the Eighties the inportance of devel oping
children's oracy skills had been given official recognition
in the Cox Report. Pupils were expected now to show

"an increasing ability to function collaboratively, e.g.

involving others in a discussion; listening to and giving
weight to the opinions of others; perceiving the
rel evance of contri butions; timng contri butions;

adj usting and adapting to feedback."
(DES and Wl sh O fice, 1989, para 15.16)
This is to see | anguage as,

a central, pervasive and conplex aspect of an
individual's interaction with the social world."

(Study uide, p.9)
It is a sociolinguistic view of [|anguage where |anguage is
used to interact in a social world, a given culture. Language

is here a "social and cultural phenonmenon." (Kress, G, 1985,
P.136), a "cultural resource for social interaction", (Wlls,
G and Nicholls, J., 1985, P.5.) Exchange, of views, ideas
and values fornms a central part of this theory of |anguage.

W ki nson stresses this when he says,

"...if the word “comunicate' inplies only passing
information from A to B then this is a superficia
answer. "

(WIkinson, A, 1975, introduction.)

That is, communication is an interactive process.

This social interaction with others is also at the core of
recent developnents in the wunderstanding of children's

| earning which has noved away from a Piagetian view of the
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child as a "lone cognizing organisn (von G aserfeld, 1989)
to one where

"nost learning in nost settings is a communal activity, a
sharing of culture."

(Bruner, J.S., 1986, p.127)

The work of L.S. Wygotsky is central to these devel opnents.
Here, |language and thought cone together to create a
cognitive "tool" for human devel opnent where,

"Children solve practical tasks with the help of their
speech, as well as their eyes and hands."

(Wgotsky, L.S., 1978, p.26)
This view of the social construction of know edge by
communi cative interaction with others is central to this

st udy.

TEACHER- PUPI L TALK

Talk in the classroom may be broadly divided into that
between teacher and |learner and that between the |earners
thenselves. In this study the overwhelm ng bulk of the talk
is between children working in small groups at a conputer.
Before examning the literature relating to this it is worth
noti ng briefly t hat , in "pronoting children's tal k
devel oprment [...] whole class discussion is not a solution",
(Phillips, T., 1985, p.64.) Phillips cites the asymetri cal
nature of such dial ogue, where the teacher does nobst of the

tal ki ng, as one reason for this.

Edwards and Mercer in their study of teachers and |earners
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jointly constructing "conmon know edge"” reveal sone of the
di l etmas which arise for the teacher when she is in control
of the talk in the classroom no matter how unobtrusively.
They note that in this situation,

"Pupils have to divine as best they can the unspoken and

inmplicit ground rules of the system and nust |earn how

to extract meaning from the teacher's hints and clues

how to play the classroom gane."

(Edwar ds and Mercer, 1987, p.168 )
They also reveal that, "the creation of successful discourse
is problematical™, (ibid, p.161), partially because of the
difficulty of devel opi ng adequate contexts for talk, and that
the "teacher-child asymetry of power"” nmakes the eventua
"handover" of control of know edge from teacher to child also
"problematical". Thus, if it is wshed to develop children's
di scourse, and through this their construction of new

know edge, t hen teacher-child di al ogue may be an

i nappropriate context in which to do so.

CHI LDREN TALKI NG TOGETHER

Studi es which ook at children tal king together vary in depth
of coverage and show differing perspectives. They include
wor k by Tough, (1976, 1977a, 1977b, 1979, 1981); Martin et al

(1976); Chilver and Gould (1982) and Salmon and Cdaire
(1984). However, if we are seeking to look closely at the
ways |anguage is used by l|learners talking together, then the
work of Barnes and Todd (1977), Phillips (1985), the APU
(1984a, 1984b, and 1987), Hoyles (1985) and the Nationa

Oracy Project (Kenmeny, H., 1990) seens particularly useful in
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denonstrati ng possi bl e approaches.

The NOP concl uded from observations in "hundreds" of schools,
that children talking together use talk to explain, clarify,
expl ore, describe, sequence, predict and hypothesize, reason
and argue, narrate, per suade, sumari ze and re-order,

eval uate and refl ect.

The APU devel oped a functional approach to assessnent where
the notion of communicative effectiveness was seen as
of fering a broad view of conpetence which
"recogni ses the diversity of |anguage use according to
speakers' purposes, and the conmunicative versatility
which is needed to neet the demands of different
situations."”
(MacLure, M, 1988, P.302)
They reveal ed nany categories of |anguage use, but, as wth
any taxonony, this <collection is open to criticism In
particular, MclLure notes that one of the categories,
"col | aborative discussion”, mght include within it severa
of the other functions, such as persuading, informng or
specul ating, (MacLure, M, 1988, P.303-4). Thus, in this
study there is an attenpt to nore closely define the | anguage

uses i nvol ved in "col | aborative di scussion.” (See

Met hodol ogy.)

Barnes and Todd, in their 1977 study, investigated "the talk
of thirteen-year-old boys and girls, recorded while they were

working in small groups on tasks which their teacher had
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set. (P.ix) The descriptive system they used distinguished
four functional conponents of speech, on two "levels' and in
two domains, the interactional and the cognitive. Each

functi on was further sub-divided.

O their categories, they had doubts about whether they did
in fact, "conserve those features of the children's talk
which we see as theoretically inmportant.” (P.18) Further, and
very inportantly, in assigning neaning to utterances they
identified two main difficulties. The first was that a great
deal <could go on in just one utterance and therefore
utterances could not be put into categories on a one-to-one
basis, and secondly, that nmeanings for what is going on in
the conversation are constructed not from one utterance but
from cycles of wutterances. (This is recognizing that in
di scourse there are higher |levels of structure than the
sentence, as Sinclair and Coulthard, 1975, did in their

wor k. )

Wi I st recogni zing these and other limtations to their work
they did believe that their research showed that snmall group
talk had the exploratory character necessary for personally
meani ngful learning, and that it was only by thinking aloud,
acknow edgi ng uncertainty, formulating tentative ideas,
conparing interpretations and negotiating differences that

| earners coul d shape neaning for thensel ves and ot hers.
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Phillips also created a taxononmy to help him detect the
different kinds of talk that happen in peer groups. He was
trying to identify what small group discussion offers to the
children and, in particular, how it helps their [|anguage
devel oprent, (Phillips, 1985, P.68). He analysed the talk of

10- 12-year-old children, finding five "nodes" of talk. These

nodes  were: the hypothetical; the experiential; t he
argunentational; the operational and the expositional. As
Barnes and Todd did, Phillips noted there was no one-to-one

correspondence between specific words and a speaker's
intention, (P.73). He also revealed that 10-12-year-olds were
able to organise their conversation cohesively wthout it
ever becom ng necessary for any individual to take charge,
"either by dictating an agenda or by prescribing the | anguage

and di scourse strategies to be used." (P.73)

Exploratory talk and reasoned argunent are particularly
valued in the research exanples noted above and also in nore
recent work by Phillips (1990). It is hoped to show in this
research that these forns of talk are a particular feature of

t he di scourse of children working around a conputer.

CHI LDREN TALKI NG around a conput er

There is nuch anecdotal I|iterature on the |anguage of
children wusing conputers, but nore detailed attenpts to
classify and/or assess the ways children use |anguage whil st

wor ki ng around a conputer are nore scarce.

Page 9



Comput er dat abases and | anguage uses : Sinon M dgl ey

In the studies which exist, the conmputer is often seen as
providing a "stinmulus" and a "focus" for talk. See for

exanmpl e, Straker, 1989, P.129 and Covier, 1989, p.5.

Chandl er reinforces this view Talking about children using a
conmput er dat abase he believes,
"It is in the “languaging' rather than the use of the
conputer as such that real |earning takes place: enabling
children to talk and wite together."
(Chandl er, D., 1984, P.55)
Straker gives us nore detail when conmenting on prograns
which require collective decision-making. Here the children

must ,

"think clearly, express thenselves effectively, listen to
each other and take into account alternative viewpoints."

(Straker, A, 1989, P.129)
Al t hough talking about conmputer simulations and adventure
prograns rather than databases which are the focus of this
study, Way notes that these types of program nmay encourage
chi I dren,

"to meke predictions, test hypotheses [and] sustain
| ogi cal argunents.”

(Way, D. and Potter, F., 1985, P.3)
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Chakera expresses simlar thoughts, (Chakera, E., 1984,
P.161.), whilst Chandler, talking of simulations, believes
t hey have,
"the potential to focus discussion on a shared experience
without intervening and controlling the shape and
| anguage of the discussion as teachers alnost invariable
do."
(Chandler, D., 1984, P.24.)
Sawford notes this also, when she says, "The conputer is "in
front"", i.e. it is not the teacher who is controlling the
di scussi on. Al so,
"The speed and flexibility of the conputer neans that
each group can discuss, decide and work at its own
pace. ",
(Sawford, J., 1989, P.44),

and, "reasoning, cause and effect, and speculation were

evident." (P.22)

The argunent here is that children can explore the experience
using the language with which they are nost famliar, their
own, and that they are freed from the nore fornal
asymmetrical dialogue of the classroom This was sonething
that Papert believed happened wth children wusing the

conmput er | anguage, LOGO. (Papert, S., 1980.)

More formal evaluation of clainms |like these above, nmay be
seen in work by Hoyles, (Hoyles, C. et al, 1985). The study
| ooked at pairs of children working together at the conputer

using LOGO To assess their |language the study devel oped
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"categories of cognitive collaboration.” Conclusions of the
research included evidence of a qualitative developnment in
the pupils' collaborative skills. However, in a later work
Hoyl es reveal ed t hat,
"the dynamic interaction with the conputer and the ease
with which disputes can be resolved by action, factors
whi ch undoubtedly stinmulate discussion, also tend to
mtigate against the reflective elaboration of a pupil's
argunments. "
(Hoyl es, C., 1989, P.128)
Some of the case studies reported by the National Oacy
Project also noted under-representation of uses of |anguage

i nvol ving evaluating, persuading, reassuring and extending

i deas, (Keneny, H., 1990.)

The teacher's role in conputer-nediated discourse noves away
from explicit control and direction to that of organising a
context for children's discourse and learning, a nove
reflected in Sonekh's work (1989a, b) on the Pupil Autonony
in Learning (PALM Project, and in Scrinmshaw s "shaping" of

the child s | earning experiences, (Scrinshaw, 1989).
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CHI LDREN US| NG DATABASES

Underwood and Underwood noted the developnent of "self-
esteem in children using a conputer database. Also, and
i mportantly in our context,
"One of the changes that has been apparent [...] has been
the subtle shift in the social order or power structure
of the classroom™
(Underwood, J.D.M and Underwood, G, 1990, P.165)

And,

"One reason for wusing information-handling packages in
the classroom is to encourage the children rather than
the teacher to ask the questions.”

(ibid, P.67)

Under wood and Underwood have a final, relevant point to nake,
"It is in [the] role of support facility that informtion
handl i ng packages such as the [...] database are seen as
nost useful . "

(ibid, P.63)
This is to make the point again of the conputer providing a

supportive context for talk and shifting control of the

| earni ng experience fromteacher to child.

Specifically on databases, Chandler notes that these help
children to develop, "a nore systematic approach to problem
solving,” and that they can provide a "franmework" for
effective learning, (Chandler, D., 1984, P.55). MIlum also
notes that children's use of databases provides an "effective
nmeans of focusing on precision in language.”" (MIllum T.,
1992, p.45.) And, in passing, he believes that, "I.T.

facilitates collaborative work." (ibid, P.49)
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Lynch, (Lynch, W, 1991), noted that databases of inaginary
information may create an environnent which "pronotes oracy"”
(P.78) and that "the public nature of the work displayed on

the screen nmeans that collaboration is far easier." (p.5)

These accounts seemto indicate that the conputer has nuch to
offer in providing an environment or context in which the
children have to use l|anguage to make progress through a
task. This study hopes to show which |anguage uses are

encour aged by a dat abase.
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METHODOLOGY

COLLECTI ON OF DATA

Romai ne makes two points which are generally rel evant here,
"there can be no question of choosing one method which
will be universally the "right' one. Methodol ogy can be
evaluated only within the context of sone question which
one wants to answer."

and,

"l deal ly, a research programme should incorporate
conplenentarity of nethods in order to look at the sane
phenonmena fromdifferent perspectives."”

(Romai ne, S., 1984, P.15)

In this study it was decided to record, on both audio and

video tape, the dialogue of small groups of children using a

conmputer database wth a teacher present in the room

intervening only when thought necessary or when requested to
by the children. The audio and video tapes were then
exam ned and sections thought to be valuable for analysis
were transcribed. Details of the children, and their school
are contained in Appendix 3. Goup size was that in which
they were used to working (threes or fours.) The literature
confirmse this as probably the optimm size. Goups were
friendship, single-sex groupings to avoid boys possibly

dom nating the groups as the literature suggests nay occur.

This type of research, in a "naturalistic" setting, is nore
in the ethnographic tradition than that of the classic
experi nent. It fulfils the ethnographic criteria that

"observations are contextualized® and that "the process of
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observation and inquiry rmust disturb the process of
interaction as little as possible", (Spindler, 1982, pp.6-7,
guoted in Rommine, S., 1984, P.31), but doesn't neet the

demand that observation should be "prolonged and repetitive."

In this study, given the very restricted time available, a
del i berate choice was nade to use only one nethod of data
collection, so that there would be time for careful and
detailed analysis of that data. This does, of course, |eave
the research open to the criticism that it views the

situation fromone perspective only.

THE SYSTEM OF ANALYSI S

From our earlier consideration of |anguage, it seens that the
system of analysis should seek to reveal the ways in which
children use I|anguage collaboratively to make progress
through their task and create new know edge when using a

conmput er dat abase.

The system attenpts to define categories of collaborative
di scourse which it is believed help to show that the children
are in fact working together in their construction of
know edge. The descriptive categories are those the children
were observed to use and which seenmed particularly valuable
in maintaining discourse. In devising these categories the
work of Barnes and Todd (1977), Hoyles (1985) and Phillips

(1985) hel ped provide particul ar guidance, whilst the work of
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the Assessnent of Performance Unit and the National Oracy

Project was al so borne in nmnd.

In constructing and using the category system several other
points were noted. Firstly, it isn't sufficient to |ook only
at individual utterances. Meaning is often constructed from
sequences of utterances and one utterance may fulfil several
different roles. (Sinclair and Coulthard recognised that
di scourse is made up of Transactions, conposed of Exchanges,
whi ch are thensel ves conposed of Utterances nade up of Mves
sub-divided into Acts, (Sinclair and Coulthard, 1975)). So,
to consider only utterances is plainly inadequate. Mercer et
al (1991) have taken this approach in their Spoken Language
and New Technol ogy (SLANT) project, placing the enphasis on
"interactional sequences of talk, rather than on single

utterances."

Further, the children's construction of "conmmunal shared
know edge", (Edwards and Mercer, 1987, P. 44), is not
necessarily a matter of |anguage al one.
"It includes all sorts of non-linguistic shared
experience, assunptions, perception and understandings
that may not be easily stated linguistically.”
(Edwards and Mercer, 1987, P.44)
So, any descriptive system based on categories of [|anguage

use can only reveal part of what is going on. This is to

foll ow on from Barnes and Todd who not ed,
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"... it often seens that the features which are npst
visible, nost readily isolable, are those which are | east
important; whilst those features which the observer
focuses on as being nost significant are precisely those
which are hardest to categorise in a reliable way."
(Barnes and Todd, 1977, P.17)

Use has been nmade of Barnes and Todd's Initiating, Eliciting,

and Extendi ng noves as a way of view ng the overall structure

of the children's discourse. This is to recogni se that

di scourse is cyclic in nature, (Bellack et al, 1966, Sinclair

and Coul thard, 1975, and Barnes and Todd, 1977.) Wthin these

noves, have been incorporated those discourse skills seen as

valuable in the ternms outlined above. The system devised is

shown in Appendi x 1.
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THE CH LDREN S TALK

EXCHANG NG AND | NTERACTI NG

This analysis attenpts to reveal
a) what the children did;
b) how they used | anguage to do it;
c) how the conmputer supported them
A clear, cyclical way of working enmerged that was in essence
the same in each group. It nmay be represented as bel ow
Read i nformation
from conputer screen

Try out Eval uat e
next action i nformation

Deci de on future
action

Much col | aborative language was involved in "evaluating
i nformati on" and "deciding on a future course of action". The
computer played little part in these exchanges but was there

as a reference if needed.

The children used | anguage, in ways shown below, to
conmmuni cate and exchange thoughts with others thus hel ping

themin their joint construction of new know edge.

Qur notion of comrunicative conpetence involves the children
being able to conmmunicate with each other in an effective
manner in a given context. To do this they have to structure
their own dial ogue. Soneone has to initiate the discourse and

then, if comrunication is to occur, this initial ganbit has
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to be extended into coherent dial ogue, a dial ogue which hel ps
them to achieve their goals. |If this happens then the
conversation will be nore than just a sequence of unrelated
utterances. Discourse skills observed and thought inportant
are listed in Appendix 1. The ways in which the children used
these skills to construct comon knowl edge are exenplified

bel ow.

I NI TI ATI NG DI SCOURSE

Much di al ogue could be viewed as being initiated by conputer
as it displayed information for the children to talk about.
The usual strategy was for one or nore of the group to read
al oud what was displayed on the conputer screen, in this way
bringing it into the public arena for discussion. Al so, group
menbers could highlight those parts of the information they
felt to be relevant to their ains, in essence focussing the
groups attention and inviting their views on the inportance
or relevance of this information. Take this short exanple

from G oup 2.

[ 1] M[Reading] "I heard Drogon talking to an
evil, yellowscaled creature.”

[2] F: Well that nust be, errr....

[ 3] D: That rnust be Fal dor.

[ 4] M Fal dor

[ 5] F. Fal dor.

[ 6] D:. Fal dor.

[7] D: Probably Fal dor.

[ 8] M Because he was the yell ow creature.

[9] ?. He was...

[10] F: So, then. So then let's go to "Land".
Here Martin initiates conversation by reading aloud
information from the conputer screen. [1l]. It is very short
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but provides a focus for the others in the group to evaluate
and interpret. After Martin's opening nove, Fayaz extends the
di al ogue by suggesting who the "yell ow scal ed creature” m ght
be. [2]. The closeness of their joint construction of
knowl edge is seen in [3] where Dominic finishes Fayaz's
i nconpl ete suggestion. In utterances [4] to [6] the group
support this suggestion, but wthout giving any supporting
evi dence so that the suggestion is still tentative. It takes
Domnic's qualifying nove in [7], "Probably Faldor"”, to make
this tentativeness explicit which in turn may be seen as
pronpting Martin (who initiated the discourse) to justify, in
[8], the group's suggestion of "Faldor". The group seem to
accept this when Fayaz suggests the next action they should

take. [10].

A slight variation of this overwhelmngly predom nant
initiating nove is one where the speaker, after reading the
information, explicitly asks the other nenbers of the group
for their interpretation and evaluation. This is seen nost
clearly in group 3's dial ogue.

[1] C. [Reading] "The Ob is mne. My followers
have taken it." Wat about that then? [To the
ot her two.]

[2] C. So, Eye-Ess, right, servant of Drogon,
made a statement, "My servant helped ne."
Does that nmean Eye-Ess has another servant?
[To the other two.]

[ 3] C. "My servant hel ped nme." [The other two | ook
at her here.] He's the servant of Drogon so
that nmeans Eye-Ess has got a servant.
[Tentatively.]

As well as highlighting the informati on she sees as inportant
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by reading it aloud, Cdare also offers her reasoned
interpretation of this new information for the others to
consider. This explicit eliciting of information was not a

predom nant way of working.

In subsequent discussion, nost initiating noves are reworked
by the groups, who jointly mnmay suggest interpretations,
justify such suggestions, qualify them disagree with them or
reject them D sagreenent and rejection were rare. It is this
exchange of ideas and views leading to collaborative
construction of knowl edge by the group which is seen as
evidence of effective comunication, and which is treated

nore fully in the section on Extending D scourse bel ow

Anot her inportant point to emerge from both these initiating
noves is that the conputer is closely involved in the
initiation of discourse. If the conputer is regarded as
another nenber of the group, then the great majority of
conversations are initiated by it as it supplies information
from the database for the children to evaluate. In this way
it could be seen as fulfilling a role very simlar to that of
the teacher. Yet, although it may be seen as initiating many
sections of discourse it doesn't do any nore than precisely
that. It provides a structure and context wthin which the
children work, but it doesn't manage the subsequent direction
of the dialogue as a teacher very well mght. The children

t hensel ves nust take responsibility for that. It is their
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ability to sustain the conversation that is inportant.

EXTENDI NG DI SCOURSE

The children followed initiating noves with a series of
extendi ng noves. These were characterised typically by one of
the group stating their interpretation of the displayed
information which was then either supported, qualified or
disagreed wth by the others, or, someti nmes, a new
interpretation would be suggested w thout explicit discussion
of the previous suggestion. O nobst value, it is suggested

were those extending noves which were qualified or justified
by the children bringing in supporting information, i.e.
reasoned argument. This often helped the group to resolve
their next course of action. Here is an inportant point: the
group have to arrive at a satisfactory interpretation of the
information they have gathered in order to nake progress
t hrough the task. The conputer does not pronpt them in any
way. They are in control and nust decide what to do next, a

deci sion arrived at through dial ogue.

Suggesting and justifying

Suggesting strategies to follow, or interpretations of
conputer-presented information are both uses of |anguage
whi ch were nost frequently seen. They opened up opportunities
for the children to justify, qualify, support or disagree
with the speaker's suggestion. Because of this close

associ ati on between suggesting and justifying strategies they
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are considered together here. Goup 1 provide an exanple of
"suggesting an alternative strategy."”

[1] D Ri ght. Wat does Vena say?

[ 2] B: Don't know yet.

[ 3] B &L: Enter.
[Telling Amanda to press the
Enter key to finish the query
of f.]

[ 4] (?): Al Right.

[ 5] D: Drogon.

[ 6] B: [Reading] Drogon often goes to the
nount ai ns / Vena | ooks human.

[ 7] D: Just//Ch Yeah.

[ 8] L: El ena.

[9] A So that's/ so that's...

[10] D: [Reading] Drogon often goes to the
nount ai ns.

[11] A: So, why does he not think it's that if
it, errm she's put "Drogon often goes to
t he nountains."?

[12] L: Oh. Vena | ooks human, her jog,

[ m spronounces], job is...
[13] D: Maybe it says sonme nore if you go down
here. [If you try to scroll further down t he

screen. ]
[ 14] (?): Yeah.
[ 15] (?): No.
[16] L: Wll. Go and have a | ook at El ena
because she m ght have sonething to say
about Vena.
[17] A: Wiy, Wat. ..
[18] D: Yeah. Because her job is to protect
El ena.
[19] B: Ch aye. Yeah.
In this extract, Danielle suggests that they may find nore
information "if you go down here." [13]. This pronpts both
support, [14], and disagreenment, [15], but isn't devel oped
any further. However, Lyndsey's suggested strategy in [16] is
of nore value in discourse ternms, in that she justifies her
suggestion with additional information, "...because she m ght
have sonething to say about Vena." The suggestion is further
rei nforced when Danielle adds a further justification in [18]

which is supported in Beverley's "Oh aye. Yeah." The group
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then show acceptance of this strategy by entering a fresh

conmputer query to inplenent it.

The group reach a decision by accepting an alternative which
has been justified by the speaker and supported by soneone

else. It is not a process of assertion and counter assertion.

As well as suggesting strategies, the groups also suggested
different interpretations of evidence which had to be
considered by the group through dialogue to arrive at
agreenent as to the nost likely alternative. Goup 4 provide
a short exanpl e.

[ 1] H: [ Reading] "Ruler of Advir. Colunbus saw
nothing." [Howard has msread the information
here. Anthony picks this wup in the next
utterance. ]

[ 2] A Saw sonething. So that means we're on
the right track

In [1] Howard is highlighting some of the information as an
initiating nmove. Anthony then offers his interpretation of
the value of this evidence in [2], unobtrusively correcting
Howard in the process. However, he does not offer any
explicit evidence in support of why he thinks they are on the

right track, and the discourse does not develop any further

fromthis initiating nove

Group 1 provide an exanpl e where the di scourse does devel op.
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[ 1] L Go on.
[ 2] B Cunul us.
[ 3] A He's rul er of Advar.
[ M spronounced]
[ 4] D: ? Advar.
[ 5] A Advir.
[ 6] L: He/ She is/ because she's princess
isn't she?
[ 7] D I thought/ On.
[ 8] L: Cos/ she's princess.
[9] D She nmust be Queen then/ if she's
ruler, isn't she?
[10] A She can't be Queen, can she?
[11] B: She can't be Queen and Princess at
the sanme tine.
[ Laught er]
[12] L: She' Il just have to be a Princess.

[13] A No she's not called that./She's
call ed El ena.

[ 14] L: Awgh/ Just/ just/ cone on.
This attenpt to resolve the status of one of the nmain
characters in the database, Princess Elena, shows how the
group suggest possibilities and handle differences of
opinion. Princess Elena is ruler of the Land of Advir, so
should in fact be known as Queen, a fact pointed out by
Danielle in [9] and justified by, "if she's ruler". Amanda's
utterance in [10] is said very tentatively and Beverley in
[11] provides a hunorous interpretation of the discussion so
far. Lyndsey resolves the matter in a pragmatic fashion by
of fering the suggestion that, "Well she'll just have to be a
princess" and signals an end to the discussion with, "Awgh.
Just/ just/ cone on", even though Amanda is still not

certain.

Al'ternative possibilities have been laid on the table by the

group and considered. Lyndsey's utterance in [14] noves the
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action on in a pragmtic way. It is a tacit acceptance that
this problemis not central to their task and so can be |eft

on one side. However, the possibilities have been aired.

Accepting alternative view

For the children to nake progress through the task one of the
proffered alternatives has to be accepted. There are exanpl es
in the extracts already quoted, but a further extract from
group 3 is added here for conpleteness and al so to show again
how the suggestion of alternative interpretations is a key
feature of the children's discourse.
[ 1] C Right. [Reading] "I saw a scaly creature
with Drogon. Geenish colour.” It was yellow

before.// Look for soneone wth green
scales.// Wat. ..

[2] R Maybe it's green with yell ow spots.

[ 3] C Maybe it's that person who can change
t heir col our.

[ 4] R Oh yeah.

Clare's initiating nove as well as highlighting part of the
information also offers her interpretation and raises the
di screpancy between this new piece of information and what
had gone bef ore. Rosal i nd suggest s one possi bl e
interpretation of this evidence in [2] which is followed by
Clare's reinterpretation in [3]. In [4] Rosalind accepts this
alternative. It is worth noticing that C are doesn't disagree
with Rosalind s suggestion but suggests another one of her
own to lie on the table with Rosalind' s. The discourse is
usual ly conducted in a very tentative nmanner such that the
participants seem to realise that suggested alternatives are

only that: that there are no absol utes.
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Di sagr eei ng

AS noted above, it is rare in the recordings for group
menbers to disagree with each other. If they do, they rarely
assert a different point of view without justifying it. This
may be because disagreenment is a potential source of conflict
which may be |essened if clearly seen to be justified by the
evidence offered in support. It is the nmeans by which
di scordant views may be exchanged and possibly refornul ated,

t he | anguage of negotiation. Goup 1 provide an exanple.

[1] D & L: [ Reading] "From the nountains | saw
two people running with the Ob."

[ 2] L: He never/ That/ That's why he goes to
t he nountains. Cos he says, errnm Drogon..

[ 3] B: Dr ogon al ways goes to the nountains.

[ 4] L: Drogon/ al ways goes to the nountai ns.

[ 5] A And so does Cunul us.

[ 6] L And he never | eaves the nountains.

>

: No. But this isn't about, errmm what's
he called? Isn't about him It's about

[7]

Cunul us. Cunul us because, | ook,
"Background"// is his background. [Pointing to
screen. ]

[ 8] B: True.

[9] L: Go on.

[ 10] B: Ri ght. So now what ?

Here the group have gained an additional piece of informtion
about the character, Curmulus. In [7] Lyndsey is not so nuch
di sagreeing with a fact rather nore wth Beverley and
Lyndsey's line of reasoning in utterances [2] to [6]. She
reminds them that the information they've just obtained
refers to the character Cumulus, not Drogon. This is accepted

by Beverley, "True", and Lyndsey, "Go on."
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There is actually very little explicit disagreenent in any of
the groups. The children make progress nore by qualifying
suggestions and/or justifying them both their own and other
peopl e's. Wiat di sagreenent there is is very often associ ated
with operational tasks, and, given the need to key in
accurately spelt queries when searching for information, any
m nor disagreenment is often about the correct spelling of

words. Group 2 provide a short exanpl e.

[1] D0 Oh. You/ we put "Cunulus" not "as". W
put "as".

[ 2] F:' We didn't.

[ 3] D Cunul as.

[ 4] F: Cu. ..

[ 5] M You wote it down there. [Pointing to
not ebook. ]

[ 6] F: Oh./Right. Errnm

Dom nic and Fayaz offer alternative possibilities for the
spelling of Cunulus, a dispute which Martin solves by
rem nding Fayaz where the correct spelling is to be found.

Fayaz then checks this and accepts the alternative spelling.

Qual i fying

Qualifying, either their own or another's utterances is a
strategy which extends discourse. It would appear to be very
valuable in that it indicates that the children involved are
actively considering their own and others' utterances, and
recognising their provisional nature and that they do not
need to be either accepted or rejected but can be nodified to
becone, perhaps, nore acceptable to the group. An initial
suggestion is often reworked in this way. Take this exanple

from G oup 3.
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[ 1] J: Find soneone who isn't a robot. We'll
find soneone who isn't a servant, because
Drogon nust be the servant of soneone else
who made himdo it.

[ Rosal ind continues to nmake notes silently.]

[ 2] C Al right. Carry on.

[ 3] J: Think they nmust be evil because if they
wer e good. .

[ 4] C They woul dn't nake himdo it.

[ 5] J: They woul dn't have.

[ 6] C It'Il be soneone who's powerful.

[7] J: Yeah./ He'd have to be evil because if
they were good he won't think of... [nakes
circling gesture with hand.]

[ 8] C Probably sonmeone who's got yellow who's

got scal es.

This is seen as a very powerful piece of discourse in that it
clearly shows how the group works together to refine an

initial suggestion and jointly create new know edge.

Jenny's initial suggestion contains what appears to be a slip
of the tongue when she says "robot." This is corrected at
once in the next utterance to "servant." She then justifies
this suggestion with, "because Drogon nust be the servant of
soneone else who made himdo it." In [2] Care supports this
suggestion which allows Jenny to begin to refine her initial
suggestion in [3], a qualification which is conpleted by
Clare in [4]. Oare then further refines their hypothesis so

far in [6] and again in [8].

Supporting others

Support is often shown by the close way of working the group

have, one nenber often conpleting another's utterance, a
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feature sonetinmes terned duetting. Extract 1 from group 2's
talk has already shown this. Another extract from this group

shows a simlar process at work.

[ 1] D Wll. Right. So he saw two people. That
were the people who stole the Ob.

[2] F: Running. [Talking to hinmself as he notes
down information in his book. ]

[ 3] D And that was Eye-Ess and. .

[ 4] M Fal dor

[ 5] D Fal dor.

In [4] WMartin conpletes Domnic's utterance in [3] and
Dom nic confirms his support for this in [5]. The children do
not usually resort to formal assertions of support. It is al

very informal and | ow key.

ELI Cl CTI NG

These are noves where one nenber of the group pronpts anot her
to contribute to the discourse. As such they are another way
of maintaining the talk. Elicitations nmay take many forns,
but the noves regarded as valuable here are those where one
person requests from another either nore information or their

opi ni ons.

Requesting i nformation

These may be very sinple requests, such as asking another
group nenber for the spelling of a word, or they nay be
requests which stinmulate other nenbers of the group to recal
information already acquired. Goup 2 provide a sinple
exanpl e.

[ 1] M I know. We're going to Elena.

Page 31



Comput er dat abases and | anguage uses : Sinon M dgl ey

[ 2] D How do you spell it?

[3] D &F: El ena. El ena.

[ 4] D E/E/L/IE [ Spel l'i ng]

[ 5] F: Are you sure it's E/ Ee...
[ 6] D El een. ..

Anot her exanple from group 2 shows one nenber asking another

about information already acquired.

[1] D: Have you got anybody el se?

[ 2] F: Errmm Got Mondis. But we've already
i nterviewed. ..

[ 3] D:. Errrmm

[ 4] F: Ob.

[ 5] D: Evil.

[ 6] F: Got him

[ 7] D: Have we already heard Fal dor's speech?

[ 8] F: 1 don't know.

[9] D: How many// How many yel | ow scal ed. ..

[ 10] F. Faldor always, always does bidding for
Eye- Ess.

[11] M Let's go down.

[12] Fo(...)

[13] M FEr

[ 14] F: W'll have to think about this.

[15] M Where's that one that we never saw?

[16] F: Wi ch one? Kaspol ov?

[17] M Yeah.

[18] F: | don't know about him

[19] M Haven't bin to him

[ 20] F: Yeah we 'ave.

[ 21] F: He's the one that was all red.

[22] F: He said, "GQun. Red."

[ 23] M Oh.

[ 24] F: W've binto 'im

[ 25] M Oh aye.

Here the group have acquired a piece of information fromthe
dat abase which suggests that the person they' re searching for
is an evil, yellowscaled creature. In this extract Domnic
requires the group to consider this new information by
reviewi ng what they have already know. He uses a strategy
very like the one a teacher mght. Initially he asks a very
general question, "Have you got anybody else?", but then

becones nore specific with, "Have we already heard Faldor's
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speech?" [7], and, "How many// How nmany yellow scaled...?",

[9].

This review doesn't help them to reach any conclusions
imediately as may be seen in Fayaz's, "W'Ill have to think
about this."” Unlike teacher questioning however, the group
are free to allow another nenber to take on the role of
questioner, a role that falls to Martin in [15]. No one
menber of this group domnates although in group 3 one

person, Care, did dom nate the questioning.

Requesti ng ot hers' opini ons/vi ews

Asking for others' views indicates that they are seen as
valuable. It is part of the nodification of the questioner's
own views. However, it may not always lead to nmuch extension
of the conversation, and, in general, it was not a strategy
used very frequently by the groups. Here is a short exanple

fromgroup 3.

[ 1] C [ Readi ng] "Vena | ooks human. Her job is
to protect Elena." /She's good and she said,
"Dragon” [ M spronounces Drogon as Dragon. ]

[2] J: Dr ogon. [ Corrects pronunciation.]

[ 3] C "Drogon often goes to the nountains."/
Shall we go to the nountains?

[ 4] R I know. We could do, errm the place...

[ 5] J: How about | ookin' at...

[ 6] R About the Habitat.

[ 7] C Habitat. Go to Habitat.

In [3] dare is suggesting a strategy for them to follow,

that they go to the nmountains to search for further
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information there. She asks for approval of this idea from
the others. Inplicitly, Jenny and Rosalind sanction this
approach by suggesting that the group look at "Habitat".
(This is the field they will need to search through to find
out nore about the nountains.) The extract ends with Care

directing themto go to the Habitat field in the database.

Little discourse was generated by the initial question
al t hough progress was naintained through the task. This was
true of all of the groups: relatively few questions were
asked, and when they were, relatively Ilittle discourse

resul t ed.

TEACHER TALK

When the groups requested it | gave assistance. The form that
this took may be seen in this extract below from group 4.
(T: = Teacher)
[1] H: Sir. Does this person rul e Drogon?
[Howard is requesting clarification of the

i nformation they have al ready been given because
they are uncertain where to go next.]

[ 2] T: Yeah. Don't know whether it's going to
say that 'though.// Wat clues have you got
so far?

[Trying to get themto reflect on what they know
so far.]

[ 3] H W went wong a Ilot. Vena, Elena,
Col unbus. [ Nanes of characters in the
dat abase. ]

[ 4] T: What did Vena say?

[ 5] H. She says, errr, "Colunbus saw sonething."
Two people. But that's it. That's all it

says. That's all Col unbus says. [Here, Howard
has m sread "Cunul us" as "Col unbus. "]

[ 6] A. Saw two peopl e goi ng. Mount ai ns.
[7] T. Have you found Vena?
[ 8] H: Yes. She just said, errnm
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[9] A:. Col unbus saw sonet hi ng.

[ 10] T. Show ne Vena agai n.

[11] H. [Finds Vena in the database then reads her
record to hinself.]

[12] H:.or A [Reading] "Drogon often goes to the
nount ai ns. "

[13] N. (...) [Miuttering]

[ 14] H Rght. W'l start wth Drogon. He's
nunber one isn't he?

[15] T: Mountains are "Habitat" aren't they?

[16] H. Yeah.

[17] T: So, when you search, search "Habitat."

[ 18] H Ch yes.// W don't need that, do we? [To
Nei | about information on screen.]

[19] H. Moun/tains. [Talks to self as he keys in the

word "nountains."]
Here | nmay be seen to be scaffolding their discourse which
had stalled. Initially I clarified the particular point they
had asked about and then tried to get them to consider the
information they already had acquired, gradually becom ng
nore specific until the group were able to continue wthout
ny help. (In [18] above, Howard accepts ny assistance and

then turns away to continue unaided.)

Each of the groups requested help in sonme form or other
during the task which was given until the group could resune
the task. | saw ny function very nuch as scaffolding their

di scourse rather than directing it.
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THE CH LDREN S TALK' CONCLUSI ONS

Conmmuni cati ve Conpet ence

The dial ogue of the four groups possessed structure. It was
not a collection of random utterances. The children were
using language to conmunicate conpetently with each other,
i.e. to exchange ideas and opinions. They were able to work
together in their joint construction of know edge and to

mai ntai n progress through the task.

It was found that the predom nant way of working was for the
children to highlight part of the information displayed by
the conputer and then to suggest alternative interpretations
of this information or alternative strategies to follow based
on it. These alternatives were often supported by sonme form
of justification or evidence. Alternative interpretations
were offered and lay on the table until one was suggested
which the group agreed on. Because sinple assertion of a
point of view was rare and nost of the discourse was
conducted in a very tentative manner, disagreenment was kept
to a mninmum but, where this did exist, again the children

tried to offer justification for their conflicting views.

Language for |earning

The children used their discourse skills to acquire
information, to evaluate it and to suggest its value to their
task. Their talk was exploratory in nature, indicated by its

tentati veness. Absolutes were rare. A hypothetical node of
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wor ki ng was adopted which allowed them to refornmulate their
know edge easily. Know edge was indeed sonething the children
created thenselves, and something which they denonstrated by

their discourse was constantly changi ng.

The children paid close attention to each other's
contributions: recalling past actions; considering recently
acqui red/ constructed know edge; using it to plan future
action. In the process they fornulated and reformnul ated their
i ndi vidual and joint knowl edge in order to solve the problens
they faced: they used |anguage successfully in the given

cont ext.

THE CONTRI BUTI ON OF THE DATABASE

Structure

The database's main contribution could be seen in the
provision of a structured context within which the children
were able to use their own Ilanguage. It helped them to
explore the task systematically, presenting information to
them only on their request and in what Papert would term

"m nd-sized bites." (Papert, S., 1980.)

Initiating D scourse

The database could be regarded as initiating some of the
di scourse, and hence, as has been shown, providing a focus
for subsequent discussion, but it did not control that

di scussion as a teacher mght. The way the children chose to
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extend the di scussion was their's al one.

Provi sion of alternatives

The database provided a store of information which the
children had to explore in order to make progress through the
task. The evidence they acquired was then used by them to
base future decisions on. In this way the children were not
passive receivers of know edge, but had to seek it actively
using the |anguage of collaboration, a process seen as very
val uabl e under a social constructivist approach to teaching

and | ear ni ng.

THE CONTRI BUTI ON OF THE TEACHER

The research showed that the role of the teacher was as
provider of a context in which the children could talk but
that teacher scaffolding of the discourse was sonetines

necessary when the talk stall ed.

PCSSI BLE FUTURE DI RECTI ONS

The study did show that the children worked coll aboratively,
but it also revealed that in one case (G oup 3) one nenber of
the group was dominant, and that this reduced the anmount of
interaction and exchange in the group, although it didn't
reduce their creation of new know edge. It does raise the
i ssue that some groups of learners may be so close that rmnuch
conmmuni cation is by slight gesture or subtle body-Ianguage.

It doesn't nean that the group are less effective in sone
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way. But it does raise the question, perhaps, of whether this
type of activity encourages collaborative discussion in

normal ly reticent children.

Wat this neans is that wusing a conputer database can
stimulate close and intensive discussion, but that it may not
do so for all children in all circunstances. It is only one
nore activity to be used by the teacher in encouragi ng oracy

skills.
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SI GNI FI CANCE OF THE FI NDI NGS

PRACTI CAL SI GNI FI CANCE

The research has shown the kinds of collaborative talk used
by children as they work with a conputer database. This nay
help to validate the use of conputer databases as one nore
context which may be used in the devel opnent of children's
oracy. It may also help to reinforce the value of children
collaborating in their construction of know edge and may
di spel the notion of the lone child working at the conputer

bei ng the only way of working possible.

THEORETI CAL SI GNI FI CANCE

The research may have sone theoretical significance in that
it shows how | earners construct, share, elaborate and refine

know edge as they work together.

METHODOLOGE CAL Sl GNI FI CANCE

The descriptive system devised is specific to this study, but
it may have sone applicability in the analysis of discourse
in other classroons where conputer databases are in use. It
woul d not be appropriate to claim any w der application of

t he system
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STUDY EVALUATI ON

A major difficulty with this type of research is recording
talk in real situations. This study got as close as was felt
possible in the given circunstances. It would have been
enhanced by nore sophisticated (and expensive) recording
equi pmrent  which could have recorded talk in the full
classroom situation. In a simlar way, it would have been
i mensely useful to have been able to record the conputer
di splay onto video to nore closely analyse its effect on the

di al ogue. This is possible, but again needs extra hardware.

It was felt that the attenpt to identify cat egories of
col | aborative discourse in the children's talk was val uabl e,
but the categories identified were only sone of the many
possi ble, and follow the trend for studies of this nature al

to devise their own systens which nakes conparison nore
difficult. Further, this type of system is still very
subj ecti ve. Anot her reader/ i stener coul d pl ace t he

children's utterances differently.

Finally, the validity of the study could perhaps have been
i mproved by wusing conplenentary nethods of investigation,
perhaps by interviewing the children after the conpletion of

t he recording.

But, in the end, and perhaps suming up work of this nature,

Holt may have had it,
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"Formal evaluation is a needl essly el aborated search for
i naccessi ble truths, and one which substitutes the drab
routi nes of assessnment and categorisation for the
creative pleasures of planning, teaching and |earning."

(Holt, M, 1981, P.175.)
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