Making the Most of Talk in the Classroom and Workplace
When teachers design learning experiences for students that allow them to discuss ideas,
concepts, or something they just learned, thinking and learning are facilitated. Talk allows
students to try out new ideas, practice something they just learned, or build upon others’ ideas,
resulting in deeper thinking for everyone involved in the conversation (Giles, 2010). This applies
to adults, too, whether they are adult learners in graduate classes or participants in monthly
meetings. Speed Dialogue, Talking Heads, and Turn and Talk, developed by Dr. Linda Neiman,
associate professor at Stritch, and Dr. Paul Neiman, assistant professor at St. Cloud State
University, are three strategies for promoting talking among individuals, from age six to 60-plus,
that are novel and easy to implement.
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Speed Dialogue
Description
Speed Dialogue is similar to speed dating. Each student discusses a specific topic with another
student for a few minutes. At a signal, students change partners and continue the dialogue. Any
size group will work provided that there is enough physical room to form a row or multiple rows.
Rationale




Increase student participation
Provide opportunity for students to discuss text or topic
Expose students to different viewpoints

Set Up



Prepare specific prompts based on the assigned text or other class materials
Construct PowerPoint slides, overheads, mini-posters, or student handouts

Implementation
1. Direct students to form two rows, facing each other so that each student has a Speed
Dialogue partner. If there is an odd number of students in one row, direct one student to
stand at the end of a row to form a trio. Or, the instructor may join a row, resulting in an
even number for both rows.
2. Display a prompt and direct students to start dialoging until they hear the signal to stop
(bell, chime, buzzer, voice command), usually 1-3 minutes.
3. At the signal, students change partners by moving one space to either the left or right.
Another prompt is displayed and students start dialoging.
4. At the end of the activity, the instructor may share what the instructor heard—interesting
points—or elaborate on some points made by individual students.
5. A full class discussion may follow or a short written reflection may be submitted to the
instructor.
6. Prompts for a class discussion or student reflection may include:
 What were the three most interesting ideas you heard?
 What were the most convincing arguments?



What perspective challenged your own views?
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Examples of Prompts
1. What is the most important idea in chapter 2?
2. How did you solve this problem?
3. Why do you think the author chose to end the book this way?
4. What do you think this person or company should have done?
5. What is your opinion of this issue?
6. What is the author’s best/worst argument?
7. What do you think is going to happen next?
8. What is the most interesting part of this issue, book, culture, idea, chapter?
9. Why do you think the person, company, character acted in this way?
10. What is your understanding of this concept, topic, idea, issue?
Why It Works
Students like this because it gives them an opportunity to discuss course material with other
students who may have different experiences, understandings, or perspectives. Instructors like this
because it provides a novel way for students to present and receive information from one another.
The short time each student spends with one another ensures that students engage with a number
of other students,
Talking
Heads and requires them to refine their own point of view.

Description
Talking Heads pairs up students so that they can discuss what they have learned about a
specific topic, alternating partners for short bursts of time. Talking Heads works well at the end
of a session or class to cement learning. Any size group will work.
Rationale



Set Up

Increase student participation
Facilitates learning
Encourages reflection and metacognition




Arrange to keep time for each Talking Head Session and for a signal to change partners
Construct a PowerPoint slide, overhead, or mini-poster with student guidelines for
Talking Heads

Implementation
1. Ask students to stand up, walk seven steps in any direction, and find a partner.
2. Direct students to determine who is Partner A and who is Partner B. Ask Partners A to
their raise hands.
3. Partner A is the first Talking Head while Partner B can only listen—no comments,
questions, or talking.
4. Partner A must share everything he or she has learned in class. Partner A may use
texts, handouts, and notes. Partner A talks, nonstop, for 2 minutes.
5. At two minutes, the instructor says change places. Partner B is the Talking Head and
Partner A starts listening—no comments, questions, or talking. Partner B talks about
what he or she learned in class for another two minutes.
6. At two minutes, the instructor directs students to change places. Partner A resumes
talking, Partner B resumes listening for one minute.
7. At the one-minute mark, the instructor directs students to change places. Partner B
resumes talking; Partner A resumes listening for one minute.
8. The process may be repeated a third time for 30 seconds. Time for each session is at
the discretion of the instructor as described in the table below.
9. If there are an odd number of students, one group can be a trio and rotate roles at the
signal.
10. At the end of the Talking Heads session, students may be dismissed or directed to
return to their seats for the next class session. Or, the instructor may invite each student
to share one thing he or she learned that he or she shared with their Talking Heads
partners.
Time sessions for Talking Heads
Partner A

Partner B

Talks for 2 minutes

Listens for 2 minutes

Listens for 2 minutes

Talks for 2 minutes

Talks for 1 minute

Listens for 1 minute

Listens for 1 minute

Talks for 1 minutes

Talks for 30 seconds

Listens for 30 seconds

Listens for 30 seconds

Talks for 30 seconds

OR
Partner A

Partner B

Talks for 1 minutes

Listens for 1 minutes

Listens for 1 minutes

Talks for 1 minutes

Talks for 30 seconds

Listens for 30 seconds

Listens for 30 seconds

Talks for 30 seconds

Why It Works
Students like Talking Heads because it helps them to remember important concepts. They enjoy the
quick pace and speaking without being interrupted. Instructors like Talking Heads because they hear
what students have or have not learned, occasionally picking up misconceptions. Talking Heads is an
energetic way to end class.
Turn & Talk
Description
Turn & Talks are planned pauses for students to talk to each other in response to a prompt
generated by the instructor. Turn & Talks work with any size group.
Rationale




Provide transition from teacher-directed instruction to student-centered learning
Increase student participation
Focus student attention on specific concept

Set Up



Turn & Talks are based on student need as perceived by the instructor during class.
Little or no preparation is necessary; however, an instructor might plan specific Turn &
Talks during a lecture.

Implementation
1. Direct students to turn to a student near them and talk in response to the prompt.
2. After one to three minutes, invite students to share what they talked about in response to
the prompt.
Alternative Applications




After Turn & Talk, invite students to share what their partners talked about in response to
the prompt.
Direct student pairs to meet with other student pairs to form quads to further talk about
their responses. Each quad may be directed to share with the class.
Direct students to stand up, walk 7 paces in any direction. The person closest to them is
the student’s Turn & Talk partner.

List of Prompts for Turn & Talk
1. Turn and talk about your understanding of this concept.
2. Turn and talk about the most important thing you heard in the last ten minutes.
3. Turn and talk about the points with which you agreed and disagreed.

4. Turn and talk about how you solved this problem
5. Turn and talk about what you liked and disliked about the poem, story, novel, movie…
6. Turn and talk about what you expect to happen in this experiment, story, movie,
election…
7. Turn and talk about what you know about this topic.
8. Turn and talk about who you believe is responsible for…
9. Turn and talk about what you are feeling right now.
10. Turn and talk about how this concept applies to you.
WHY IT WORKS
Students like Turn & Talk because it breaks up a lecture, giving them an opportunity to discuss their
learning, understanding, or challenges with the material. Learning is a social act. Instructors like it
because it offers an opportunity to engage with students individually and in small groups. Turn & Talk
generates feedback about students’ understandings.

