
 
 

   

Academic Discourse 
What it is 
and 
Why it Matters 
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What is Academic Discourse 
● Engagement 
● Students actively involved in their learning 
● Students talking to the teacher 
● Students talking to each other 
● Students listening and responding 
● Dialogue 
● Making connections 
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Academic Discourse 
is 21st Century 

Learning 
There is a shift from the teacher directing 

their knowledge to rows of silent students, to 
students actively learning and co-creating 
knowledge together through connections. 



 

        
     

    
      

   

21st Century 
Learning is Teaching 

the Whole Child 
Social-Emotional Learning is not just on the 

playground. Discourse gives students the 
opportunity for structured social-emotional 

learning in the classroom, throughout the 
school day, across subjects. 



  
  
 

   

     

  

    
 

The Benefits of 
Discourse: Social 
Emotional Learning 
Builds a Classroom Community 

Creates a safe space to learn 

Builds relationships with teacher and peers 

Develops social skills 

Promotes a positive school culture and reduces 
negative behaviors 
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The Benefits of 
Discourse: Life 
Prepares students to collaborate 
cooperatively with others in school, 
work, and life. 

Prepares students to work with 
people different from them 

Develops interpersonal and 
intrapersonal skills 
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● Discourse is a research-based proven effective 
strategy for closing the achievement gap.

● Discourse strengthens listening and speaking skills 
and deepens students’ understanding of concepts.

● Discourse develops students’ higher-order thinking, 
critical thinking, and problem solving skills, all of 
which will transfer across subject areas.

● Discourse benefits English Learners by rapidly 
developing academic language. 
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The Benefits of 
Discourse: Academic 
Achievement 
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Evidence of Discourse Closing the Achievement Gap at 
McKinley Elementary

CAASPP Scores



● Achievement
● Interpersonal skills
● Self-control
● Belief I am in a safe environment
● Belief I am in an orderly environment
● Belief I have social support (Friends and Classmates)
● Belief I have collective support
● Belief I am cared for
● Time devoted to my SEL needs
● Knowledge of how to address SEL needs with K-5 students
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Multi-Objective Value-
Added Measures 
(MOVAM)



Steps to Successfully 
Implementing 
Discourse in the 
Classroom
Providing Access and Opportunity



Roadmap to Discourse

11

1 3 5

642

Set the routines and 
expectations

Pre-teach and 
provide Academic 

Vocabulary

Apply discourse 
across subjects and 

for different 
purposes

Provide 
differentiated 

sentence frames

Use a variety of 
protocols

Assess 
listening/speaking 

and use rubrics



Step 1-3: Access
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Set the Expectations 
and Routines

• Identify that it’s time for talk
• Teach the behavior for talking 

and listening
• Teach the routine- who talks 

and listens first

Pre-teach and 
Provide Academic 
Vocabulary

Provide 
Differentiated 
Sentence Frames
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Teach Behavior Expectations for 
Speaking and Listening
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Using Differentiated Sentence Frames
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Differentiated Sentence Frames 
PRIMARY 

 

Agreement 

 

Disagreement 

 

Understanding 

 

Clarification 

 

Reporting 

 
I agree. 
 
I feel the same way. 

I disagree. 
 
/�ĚŽŶ͛ƚ feel the same 
way. 

I understand. 
 
I learned that___. 

/�ĚŽŶ͛ƚ�ƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚ͘ 
 
Can you repeat what 
you said? 

____said that____ 
 
___ shared that___ 
 
___ thinks that___ 

I agree with ____ 
that____. 
 
I feel the same way as 
____ because ____. 

I disagree with ___ 
because___. 
 
I do not feel the same 
way as ___ because 
___ 

I know because___ 
 
I noticed that____ 
 
 

/͛ŵ�ĐŽŶĨƵƐĞĚ�ďǇͺͺͺͺ͘ 
 
Can you give me an 
example? 
 
Can you tell me more 
about that? 

___ reported that ___. 
 
___ believes that ___. 
 
___ stated that ___. 

My idea is similar to 
____͛s because ____. 
 
My thinking is similar 
to ____͛Ɛ�ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ�
____. 
 
My idea builds on 
____͛s in that ____. 

My idea differs from 
____because ____. 
 
I see it another way.  
 
For example, ____. 

It is interesting that 
____ because____ 
 
An example is ____ 

What did you mean 
when you said ___? 
 
I see your point, but 
what about? 

ͺͺͺͺ͛Ɛ�ŝĚĞĂ�ǁĂƐ�
that___ 
 
___concluded that___ 
because____. 
 

Agreeing and Disagreeing 
I͛m undecided. 

I͛m uncertain because____. 

   



Pre-Teach Academic Vocabulary
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Tier 3
Domain 

Specific Words

Tier 2
Academic Vocabulary      

Used Across Content Areas

Tier 1
Every Day Words

Familiar to students and spoken 
in regular conversation
Examples: Run, see, book, school

Not used as frequently in spoken language, 
so they can be more of  a challenge to 
students when read in text
Examples: Cite, formulate, evaluate

Used in specific content areas and are necessary for 
understanding that academic area
Examples: Photosynthesis, amendment, algorithm



After implementing steps 1-3, giving 
students access to discourse, 
students will have successful high-
level discourse and engagement
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Multiple and Various 
Opportunities for 
Discourse with a 
Variety of Protocols
Opportunity and Access



18California Inside, National Geographic Learning (2017)



Academic Discourse 
to Foster Social Emotional Learning and 

Close the Achievement Gap
Relationships

Classroom Community

Love of Learning

Engagement

Social Emotional Learning

Applying Academic Learning




