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Dialogue in education
Lynn Uyen Tran
The term “dialogue” refers to people conversing or talking with one another. Researchers and
practitioners in the education field who hold a sociocultural perspective on intellectual development
believe that “talking” plays a significant role in learning. This perspective is grounded in the work of
Lev Vygotsky, who proposed that human development occurs on two levels, first socially (intermental)
and then psychologically (intramental). 1 “Central to Vygotsky’s theory is the idea that children’s
participation in cultural activities with the guidance of others allows children to ‘internalize’ their
community’s tools for thinking” (note 7, page 682 quotes in original). Thus, education is a “coconstruction of knowledge” 2 whereby more knowledgeable participants (experts, teachers, facilitators)
help those less knowledgeable (novices, students, learners) to understand the activity and the constituent
actions and artifacts by involving them as fully as possible while providing help and guidance with those
parts that the learners cannot yet manage on their own. Furthermore, those more expert work within the
learner’s zone of proximal development: “an essential feature of learning is that it creates the zone of
proximal development; that is, learning awakens a variety of internal developmental processes that are
able to operate only when the child is interacting with people in his environment and in cooperation with
his peers” (note 1, page 90).
This process of co-construction is discursive, with language serving as a negotiating medium that
connects humans with the world of objects and other people. In science education, classroom researchers
proposed that students should become “fluent speakers of science”; 3 that science teachers should help
students make sense of the talk which surrounds them, and relate it to their existing ideas and ways of
thinking; 4 and that students’ reasoning abilities and scientific understanding can be advanced through
improvement in their use of language. 5 Comparatively, research on learning science outside of schools,
such as in museums, 6 is not as extensive. Nonetheless, educational and psychological researchers
recognize the social nature of such learning environments; for instance, family visits on holiday or adult
peers on a social outing. These investigations reveal the learning that possibly take place in museums by
examining the conversations in which people engage (see, for example, notes 8 and 9). They are
premised on the idea that “language is how experience becomes knowledge” (note 8, page 139).
Experiences in museums are multivariate; that is, —"for each museum experience there are multiple
influences and multiple outcomes" (note 10, page 4). Museums are places where socio-historical, scientific,
and artistic knowledge and objects are preserved, studied, displayed, and communicated. They are, as well,
social places where people gather to experience, explore, and extend their understanding and appreciation
of this knowledge. Thus, conversations are a naturally occurring process that researchers and educators use
as indicators of the meaning, and hence the learning, that people may gain from their visits to museums.
“Meaning emerges in the interplay between individuals acting in social contexts and the mediators – tools,
talk, signs, and symbols systems – that are employed in those contexts” (note 11, page 4). Put differently,
human thinking is shaped by the social activities, using the tools—especially the language—invented by its
culture, which are temporally and geographically influenced.
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