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Note. The color figure can be viewed in the online version of this
article at http://ila.onlinelibrary.wiley.com.
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In recognition of the powerful role that language plays in

We describe the kind of talk that both fosters and grows out of

teacher growth, we chose to focus this column on the interactions

this collaborative environment as facilitative, in that it facilitates
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educating students. A trusting relationship between you and your
way in building trust and respect.
colleagues goes a long way toward the development of an aligned
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Note. The color figure can be viewed in the online version of this
article at http://ila.onlinelibrary.wiley.com.
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what drives a teacher’s decisions and instructional moves. The

rather than testing the teacher encourages thoughtful response

conversation is genuine and organic, not artificial or formulaic, nor

and a growth mind-set.

constrained by a standardized set of rituals. Participants talk about

Facilitative talk among educators does not become the norm in

what they have seen (or will see) and express their expectations.

a school quickly or without conscious effort. Facilitative language

They talk about what is real and important to their work and arrive

develops over time, one conversation at a time, as members

at co-constructed understandings.

of the school community work and learn together. Meaningful

Inquiry-Focused

conversations about teaching and learning rest on the values and
vision shared by all educators in the school and require a common

Facilitative talk promotes genuine inquiry. Lindfors (1999) described

understanding of the work that educators are doing together.

inquiry as “a language act in which one attempts to elicit another’s

Facilitative talk emerges from the cumulative effects of hundreds

help in going beyond his or her present understanding” (p. ix).

of conversations, starting with the language you take on and use

Educators wonder and think together, focusing on investigating

with other school leaders and with the teachers you support. Let’s

and problem solving using the literacy behaviors of real students

take a look at some of the ways that facilitative talk can help shape

within an instructional context. The goal for both individuals is

teacher learning and growth.

to learn more about responsive teaching, that is, teaching that is

levels), qualitative data (systematic observational data, e.g.,

What Are the Goals of Facilitative
Talk?

student writing and teacher observational notes), and both

Purposeful facilitative talk leads to many positive outcomes (see

together (e.g., a Benchmark Assessment conference or ongoing

Figure 3). Our belief is that school leaders in any role are most

running records). You make clear, descriptive statements using

effective and impactful when they position themselves as a

the evidence to ground your conclusions. Both the leader and the

colleague and take a coaching stance, supporting and encouraging

based on the detailed knowledge of individual students. You use
evidence—quantitative data (e.g., accuracy scores or instructional

individual receiving support engage in analysis of the data and the

AS LEAD
each teacher’s potential. Teachers respond to a coachTEACHERS
who is a

effects of teaching to determine evidence of learning or confusion

colearner, who guides collaborative inquiry, builds knowledge

on the part of the student. The analysis leads to generative

collaboratively, looks for and interprets evidence, and fosters a

thinking; practices that prove to have positive effects on student
learning are applied to future teaching.

Reflective

Figure 3
Figure 3
Goals
of Facilitative
Facilitative Talk
Talk
Goals of

Facilitative talk supports self-reflection and growth—not
assessment or judgment in an effort to fix a lesson—by promoting

and h
view t
co-inq
expert
both a

honest analysis on the part of the learner. The lesson is an
example from which both you and the teacher can think together

Facil

and reflect in order to expand knowledge of teaching and
learning. Your goal is to gain as much information as possible
about what the teacher understands and believes. Listening to
better understand the teacher’s perspectives and strengths is an
important part of fostering self-reflection, as is using silence to
give space and time for reflection and processing. You assume
that the teacher is competent and actively identify strengths
on which the teacher can build. In other words, your language
communicates a belief that the teacher’s knowledge, experience,
and unique perspectives are assets. When the teacher feels like
your questions are meant to show her lack of expertise, you erode
trust. Instead of dead-end phrases that discourage self-reflection
and growth, such as “Good lesson” or “You should have,” you
invite deeper, nonjudgmental thinking with language such as
“Would you like to talk about…?” and “Can you share your thinking
about…?” Asking authentic, focused, and open-ended questions

Note. The color figure can be viewed in the online version of this
article at http://ila.onlinelibrary.wiley.com.
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sense of agency. Your choice of language shapes the thinking

in the conversation, but what the teacher notices is even more

of every educator in the school and communicates what you

important.

value as a school leader. Consider the impact on the culture if the

We have provided a lot of language as examples you might

coach is always the giver of knowledge and the teacher is always

use. Pausing and waiting are of equal value. All of us have the

the receiver. Consider the impact if the coach asks a question

tendency to rush in to fill the silence, but when you are silent, you

and already knows the answer. When the teacher answers, the

slow things down and give the teacher time to process. The person

coach responds by saying, “Correct” or “Good,” implying that the

who does most of the talking is doing the thinking, so wait time

coach’s job is to evaluate and that the teacher’s job is simply to

can be productive indeed. Effective coaches listen and watch for

produce the right answer. Even a positive response might limit

evidence that the teacher is taking on new information. Notice your

teacher learning, when the more important goal is to expand it. A
judgmental stance conditions the teacher to be dependent on the
coach for approval, leading to a loss of self-confidence and agency.
Instead, provide the space for teachers to bring their own valuable
perspectives and delve into their own authentic questions about
teaching and learning so they can grapple with real issues, ponder
their challenges, and hypothesize possible alternatives. When you
view the coaching conversation as a partnership of co-inquirers,
both the coach and the teacher gain the expertise, experience, and
thinking of the other, and both are enriched by the experience.

Facilitative Talk in Action

colleagues’ uptake or nonverbal feedback so as not to overwhelm
and shut the learning down. Some individuals need a “one step
at a time” approach; as long as they are moving forward and see
themselves as learners, there will be continuous movement toward
the goal.
Referring to a set of common values and beliefs about literacy
learning in the school and a document that identifies curricular
goals can keep conversations centered and educators working
toward common outcomes. You may want to take some time to
use tools such as The Fountas & Pinnell Literacy Continuum: A
Tool for Assessment, Planning, and Teaching (Fountas & Pinnell,
2017), Fountas & Pinnell Prompting Guide, Part 1, for Oral Reading
and Early Writing (Fountas & Pinnell, 2016a), or Fountas & Pinnell

Let’s look at some examples of the kind of language that can

Prompting Guide, Part 2, for Comprehension: Thinking, Talking, and

promote an authentic, inclusive, collaborative stance. Figure 4

Writing (Fountas & Pinnell, 2016b). Such tools bring a third eye to

lists outcomes that you may be working to bring about and a

the conversation because the coach and teacher can use them

sampling of language you might use to support each one. Many

together to contemplate possibilities and opportunities.

of the examples, when used in a genuine way during a collegial
discussion, simultaneously support multiple outcomes. All of the
examples contribute to the larger goal of language that fosters
inclusivity, collegiality, and colearning. You might hear this kind
of talk during formal interactions, such as one-on-one coaching,
cluster coaching, inquiry groups, professional workshops,
supervisory sessions, data meetings, grade-level meetings, and
walk-throughs. You can also find opportunities to include the
examples in informal encounters throughout the day: collegial

As you continue the journey of reflection, consider your own
stance as a school leader and how others perceive you, as well
as any implicit biases you may have that affect the way you see
yourself, the way you see others, and the way you lead. Your
stance and how you perceive yourself as a leader are reflected
in your language, and your language will reveal your stance. We

offer several questions to consider as you continue the journey of
reflection in your school community (see Figure 5).

school, and in informal classroom observations. When both formal

Envisioning a Culture
of Collaborative Learning

and informal structures include skilled facilitative talk by a leader,

Paying purposeful, conscious attention to the use of language in

teachers learn more and view themselves as growing professionals

teacher–student and school leader– teacher interactions will be

in a collaborative community of learners.

part of any culture of teamwork and professional learning. The

conversations in the staff room, in staff meetings, before and after

Notice that in our earlier examples, there are no phrases such

goal is growing expertise and more effective teaching, and your

as “good job,” “you should have,” “I would have,” or “that was very

language as a school leader will not only reflect this growth but

effective.” Praise is a clear message that you, as the leader or

also sustain it. Consider this advice from a great thinker:

coach, are the expert and have the right to judge and therefore
the right to condemn. It does not move the learner forward.

Carefully watch your thoughts, for they become your

Thoughtful consideration of the teacher’s work communicates that

words. Manage and watch your words, for they will become

he is a competent thinker and problem solver and that you are a
colearner. That in itself builds agency. What you notice is important

your actions. Consider and judge your actions, for they
have become your habits. Acknowledge and watch your
habits, for they shall become your values. Understand
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Figure 4
Figure 4
Examples of Facilitative Talk to Support Professional Learning
Examples of Facilitative Talk to Support Professional Learning

(continued)
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Figure 4
Figure 4
Examples of Facilitative Talk to Support Professional Learning (Continued)
Examples of Facilitative Talk to Support Professional Learning (Continued)
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and embrace your values, for they become your destiny.

expectations day by day, month by month. All members of the

(Mahatma Gandhi)

school community can be a constant source of inspiration and
support for one another, and the shared facilitative language of

As you take on more productive language, consider your choice

the community will reflect these collaborative, collegial values. In

of words in relation to the experiences, perspectives, and levels

this way, your school culture and values are continuously shaping

of expertise of each person with whom you engage, including

the language you use, and the language, in turn, will reflect and

recognizing racial, ethnic, gender, and cultural differences. This

reinforce what is important to you as a learning community. This

intentionality can feel awkward at first, but it’s the very process

relation between facilitative language and community offers

of slowing down and considering your language that leads to

powerful opportunities for you to shape a culture of shared

new thinking. These changes do not happen overnight. Focus on

leadership, teamwork, and professional learning over time.

maintaining a listening and learning stance, and on steady growth
and improvement, not on immediate results. Think of your school
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Figure 5
Questions for Reflection

■

How do you perceive yourself as a leader? How
do others perceive you?

■

How does your language reflect your stance?

■

Does the culture of your school create a high
level of trust in observing and talking together
about teaching and learning?

Irene C. Fountas is the Marie M. Clay Endowed Chair
for Early Literacy and Reading Recovery and the
director of the Center for Reading Recovery and
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■

How do learners in your school gain experience
and develop expertise in having skilled,
facilitative conversations? What opportunities
do they have for professional learning?
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■

How do school leaders—coaches, principals,
mentors, teacher leaders—view their roles in
supporting professional learning?

■

How do teachers view their roles in
professional learning?

■

What documents and resources describe
the common values and expectations for the
learning opportunities of students? How do
educators use the documents and resources
as the foundation of their work?

