
Teacher learning on the job: towards pedagogical productive talk
Studies show that, on average, teachers' effectiveness as measured on student 
outcomes peaks after three to five years, plateauing thereafter. This startling statistic 
suggests that we need to radically rethink our professional development systems. In this 
talk I argue that we have been looking for teacher learning in the wrong places, and that 
we should shift our focus – from formal learning activities in professional development 
workshop to informal processes of learning on the job. Such processes are closely 
related to the ways in which we talk to one another about teaching, students, learning 
and curriculum. I will share data from my own and others' research about teacher 
collaborative discourse; advance a model of pedagogically productive talk, which has the 
power to advance teacher learning; and discuss the challenges of facilitating such talk in 
schools.
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Full texts (a translated from the Hebrew original): 

Text #1: 
Mom, on Sunday there is going to be a trial lesson in the village soccer club. I 
must go and try. 
You know, Mom, that soccer is an ancient game in which ten players run after a 
ball but it also develops esprit de corps, collaboration, motor coordination, quick 
thinking, the ability to plan, movement, Mom. I know that you're opposed, but 
one trial lesson never killed anyone. 
My Mom, articles prove that youth spend hours in front of the computer and 
television and tend to become obese. Any I? I want to go play outside. You 
wouldn't want me to put on weight and be unhappy, right? (untranslatable play 
on words)

Text #2: 
Mom, on Sunday there is going to be a trial lesson in the village soccer club. 
If kids come and stick with it, they'll create a team that will play in the league.
Mom, I know you're opposed because I'm already registered in three clubs, but 
please!!!
I have to go with my friends. You approve, right? Come on, Mom…. please.
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Lave, J., & Wenger, E. (1991). Situated learning : legitimate peripheral participation. 
Cambridge England: Cambridge University Press.
Wenger, E. (1998). Communities of practice : learning, meaning, and identity. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press.
Picture of Jacob M. Gershberg standing at head of patients bed, with staff, during grand 
rounds. US National Library of Medicine.
http://resource.nlm.nih.gov/101415995
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From a study of New York City teachers in Boyd, D., Lankford, H., Loeb, S., Rockoff, J., 
& Wyckoff, J. (2008). The Narrowing Gap in New York City Teacher Qualifications 
and Its Implications for Student Achievement in High-Poverty Schools. Journal of 
Policy Analysis and Management, 27(4), 793-818. Retrieved from 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/30163563.
The graph is adapted by Rice, J.K. (2010) The Impact of Teacher Experience: Examining 
the Evidence and Implications for Policy. Research brief for the Center for Longitudinal 
Data in Education Research. Washington DC: The Urban Institute.
While all agree that teacher learning from experience is steepest in the first 3-5 years, 
the claim that it plateaus after that, i.e. learning stops, has been recently contested. See, 
in particular, the discussion of methodological advances and review of 30 studies’ 
findings in Kini, T., & Podolsky, A. Does Teaching Experience Increase Teacher 
Effectiveness? A Review of the Research (Palo Alto: Learning Policy Institute, 
2016).
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Kraft, M. A., & Papay, J. P. (2014). Can professional environments in schools 
promote teacher development? Explaining heterogeneity in returns to teaching 
experience. Educational Evaluation and Policy Analysis, 36(4), 476-500.
North Carolina schools. 
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Kraft, M. A., & Papay, J. P. (2014). Can professional environments in schools 
promote teacher development? Explaining heterogeneity in returns to teaching 
experience. Educational Evaluation and Policy Analysis, 36(4), 476-500.
“On average, teachers working in schools at the 75th percentile of professional 
environment ratings improved their effectiveness in teaching mathematics 20% more 
than teachers in schools at the 25th percentile after five years. This gap almost doubles 
after 10 years.”
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The first picture is of Building 20 at MIT, otherwise known as the “magical 
incubator”, a temporary structure that was home to 9 Nobel award-winning 
scientists. See https://libraries.mit.edu/archives/mithistory/building20/, or Jonah 
Lehrer’s account in his article on groupthink, here: 
http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2012/01/30/groupthink.
The second picture is of the Social Sciences and Humanities building at my home 
university, where I work, though I could have brought many examples of 
dysfunctional university departments. 
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Foucault, M. (1994). The birth of the clinic; an archaeology of medical perception. New 
York,: Vintage books.
Goodwin, C. (1994). Professional Vision. American Anthropologist, 96(3), 606-633. 
Blommaert, J. (2004). Workshopping : professional vision, practices, and critique in 
discourse analysis. Gent, [Belgium]: Academia Press.
Blommaert, J. (2005). Discourse: a critical introduction. New York: Cambridge University 
Press.

My colleagues and I have applied some of Goodwin’s ideas to teaching and teacher 
education: 
Lefstein, A., & Snell, J. (2011). Professional vision and the politics of teacher learning. 
Teaching and Teacher Education, 27(3), 505-514. doi:10.1016/j.tate.2010.10.004
Lefstein, A. & Israeli, M. (2015) “Applying Linguistic Ethnography to Educational Practice 
– Notes on the Interaction of Research Methods and Professional Sensibilities”. In Snell, 
J., Shaw, S. & Copland, F., Linguistic Ethnography: Explorations in Interdisciplinarity. 
Palgrave. 
And in another paper with Yael Pulvermacher, which is not yet published but I’m happy 
to share.
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The image is from:
http://www.yale.edu/imaging/findings/pleural_effusion/index.html

Ericsson, A., & Pool, R. (2016). Peak: Secrets from the new science of expertise. 
Houghton Mifflin Harcourt.:
“With little chance for the type of feedback-driven practice that leads to improvement, 
radiologists do not necessarily get better with more experience. A 2004 analysis of half a 
million mammograms and 124 American radiologists was not able to identify any 
background factors of the radiologists, such as years of experience or the number of 
yearly diagnosed mammograms, that were related to accuracy of diagnosis. The authors 
of that study speculated that the differences in performance among the 124 radiologists 
might be due to the initial training the doctors received before starting independent 
practice.”

Ericsson and Pool cite the following study: 
Diana L. Miglioretti, Charlotte C. Gard, Patricia A. Carney, Tracy L. Onega, Diana S. M. 
Buist, Edward A. Sickles, Karla Kerlikowske, Robert D. Rosenberg, Bonnie C. Yankaskas, 
Berta M. Geller, and Joann G. Elmore, “When radiologists perform best: The learning 
curve in screening mammogram interpretation,” Radiology 253 (2009): 632–640.

David Didau: http://www.learningspy.co.uk/leadership/is-teaching-a-wicked-game/
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Only 90 seconds. But if repeated over time, and if the dominant discourse in the 
school….
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The graph is taken from Resnick, L. B., Michaels, S., & O'connor, C. (2010). How 
(well structured) talk builds the mind. In R. Sternberg & D. Preiss (Eds.), From 
genes to context: new discoveries about Learning and their applications (pp. 163-
194). New York: Springer. See also O’Connor, C., Michaels, S. and Chapin, S. 
(2015). “Scaling down” to explore the role of talk in learning: From district 
intervention to controlled classroom study. In Resnick, L.B., Asterhan, C. and 
Clarke, S.N. Socializing Intelligence through Talk and Dialogue. Washington DC: 
American Educational Research Association. (and many other chapters in that 
volume).

The authors explain: 
“Project Challenge was a 4-year intervention led by scholar/researchers at Boston 
University. Its purpose was to provide challenging mathematics education for 
potentially talented students in Chelsea, Massachusetts, the lowest-performing 
district in the state. Project Challenge served 400 Chelsea students, starting in 
fourth grade and following through to seventh grade. More than 70% of these 
students qualifi ed for lunch aid, and over 60% spoke languages other than 
English at home.
The Project Challenge intervention included 1-hour class every day of high-
demand mathematical tasks and structured teacher-led talk. Project Challenge 
teachers were trained to use a variety of academically productive talk moves and 
talk formats designed to press students to explicate their reasoning and build on 
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one another’s thinking. After 2 years, the proportion of students rated as showing 
a “high probability of giftedness in mathematics” on the Test of Mathematical 
Abilities rose from 4% to 41%. At the end of 2½ years, the class average on the 
California achievement test showed that Project Challenge students performed at 
high levels in computation, mathematical understanding, and problem solving. 
Most impressive of all, after 3 years of this kind of instruction, 82% of the Project 
Challenge students scored “Advanced” or “Proficient” on the Massachusetts state 
assessment—which is generally judged to be the most demanding in the United 
States. The state average of proficiency was 38% (see Figure 7.5). Finally, in a post 
hoc, quasi-controlled comparison of students who had been eligible for Project 
Challenge but were not selected, the differences between Project Challenge 
students and their matched controls was significant and effect sizes were large 
(1.8); (see Figure 7.6). Most surprising of all, there was transfer to English.”
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Little: “Collaborations may arise naturally out of the problems and circumstances 
that teachers experience in common, but often they appear contrived, 
inauthentic, grafted on, perched precariously (and often temporarily) on the 
margins of real work.” 
Little, J. W. (1990). The persistence of privacy: Autonomy and initiative in 
teachers' professional relations. Teachers College Record, 91(4), 509-536.

The most prevalent meetings in Horn and colleagues' (2016) purposive sample of 
24 well-regarded teacher workgroups focused on "tips and tricks", logistics and 
curricular pacing, activities that were associated with fewer opportunities to 
learn than the less frequent collective interpretation meetings. 
(Horn, I. S., Garner, B., Kane, B. D., & Brasel, J. (2016). A Taxonomy of Instructional 
Learning Opportunities in Teachers’ Workgroup Conversations. Journal of Teacher 
Education, 68(1), 41-54.)

Lots of other good research in the field, by the Little and Horn, and by others.  In 
particular, I’d recommend: 
Bannister, N. A. (2015). Reframing practice: Teacher learning through interactions in a 
collaborative group. Journal of the Learning Sciences, (ahead-of-print), 1-26. doi: 
10.1080/10508406.2014.999196 
Horn, I. S. (2005). Learning on the job: A situated account of teacher learning in high 
school mathematics departments. Cognition and Instruction, 23(2), 207-236. doi: 
10.1207/s1532690xci2302_2
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Horn, I. S., & Kane, B. D. (2015). Opportunities for professional learning in mathematics 
teacher workgroup conversations: Relationships to instructional expertise. Journal of the 
Learning Sciences, 24(3), 373-418. doi: 10.1080/10508406.2015.1034865
Horn, I. S., & Little, J. W. (2010). Attending to problems of practice: Routines and 
resources for professional learning in teachers’ workplace interactions. American 
Educational Research Journal, 47(1), 181-217. doi: 10.3102/0002831209345158
Little, J. W. (1982). Norms of collegiality and experimentation: Workplace conditions of 
school success. American Educational Research Journal, 19(3), 325-340. doi: 
10.3102/00028312019003325
Little, J. W. (2002). Locating learning in teachers’ communities of practice: Opening up 
problems of analysis in records of everyday work. Teaching and Teacher Education, 18(8), 
917-946. doi: 10.1016/S0742-051X(02)00052-5
Little, J. W. (2003). Inside teacher community: Representations of classroom practice. 
Teachers College Record, 105(6), 913-945. doi: 10.1111/1467-9620.00273
Louie, N. L. (2016). Tensions in equity- and reform-oriented learning in teachers' 
collaborative conversations. Teaching and Teacher Education, 53, 10-19. 
doi:https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2015.10.001
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Harris, R., & Lefstein, A. (2011). Urban classroom culture : realities, dilemmas, responses. 
[London]: Centre for Language, Discourse & Communication, King's College London.  
The book is available on-line here: 
https://www.kcl.ac.uk/sspp/departments/education/research/ucc/ucculture.aspx)

Also well worthwhile: 
Rampton, B. (2006). Language in Late Modernity: Interaction in an Urban School. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Rampton, B., & Harris, R. (2010). Change in urban classroom culture and interaction. In 
K. Littleton & C. Howe (Eds.), Educational dialogues: understanding and promoting 
productive interaction (pp. 240-264). Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge.
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I’d love to hear how things are in your settings. Let’s talk about it after the session. Or 
write to me. Or tweet about it. 
alefstein@gmail.com
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On adaptive expertise see: 

Hatano, G., & Inagaki, K. ( 1986 ). Two courses of expertise. In H. W. Stevenson & 
H. Azuma (Eds.), Child development and education in japan (pp. 262 – 272 ). New 
York: W. H. Freeman. 
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All our materials (almost entirely in Hebrew, for now) are available on-line here:
http://dialogicpedagogy.com/cultivating-discourse/
McDonald, J. P., Mohr, N., Dichter, A., & McDonald, E. C. (2007). The power of protocols: 
An educator's guide to better practice. New York, NY: Teachers College Press.
See also: 
Little, J. W., Gearhart, M., Curry, M. & Kafka J. (2003). ‘Looking at student work’ for 
teacher learning, teacher community, and school reform. Phi Delta Kappan, 83 (5), 184-
192. doi: 10.1177/003172170308500305
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We’ve written about appropriation and face-work – please e-mail me for copies of the 
in-press (the former) and yet-to-be-accepted-for-publication (the latter) articles.  
alefstein@gmail.com
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