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Abstract: The present paper reports on a history course in which the teacher 

implemented argumentative practices that integrated dialogic and critical 

aspects. The analysis of some successive activities shows that the 

establishment of argumentative norms in the class was far from smooth, 

although the teacher attempted to encourage collaboration among students. 

We show that when it is about blending dialogic and critical aspects of 

argumentation, breakdowns are inevitable but coping with them successfully 

leads to highly productive classroom discussions.

The state of affairs on the effect of certain forms of classroom talk on learning and development is extremely 

complex. This complexity comes first from what researchers by desirable forms of talk. For example, 

exploratory talk (Mercer, Wegerif, & Dawes, 1999), collaborative reasoning (Reznitskaya, Anderson, & Kuo,

2007) or dialogic teaching (Burbules, 1993) are as many forms of talk for which power relations are flexible, 

authority is shared among group members, questions are open or divergent, and products and processes of 

discussions are continually scrutinized by the discussants. Research done on the effects of these forms of talk 

shows inconsistencies: For example, Mercer, Wegerif and Dawes showed that prolounged engagment in 

exploratory talk results in development of reasoning skills while Reznitskaya, Anderson, and Kuo showed lack 

of effect of collaborative reasoning on argumentative writing, or argument recall. These inconsistencies may 

originate from the fact that the forms of talk are not identical. It seems that while all the forms above share 

dialogicity, some stress criticality as another characteristic of desirable talk.

The problems with research on the effects of certain forms of classroom talk on learning and development 

are not only ontological, though, but pertain also to pedagogy and to methodology. From a pedagogical point of 

view, teacher-led discussions are always part of larger activities in which the approach adopted by the teacher in 

the discussions can be understood. For example, a more authoritative style may be justified, from the point of 

view of a teacher whose general approach is dialogical, to summarize ideas previously reached in small 

discussions. As Mercer (2008) posited, classroom talk needs temporal analysis, continuity that helps capitalizing 

on ideas sown in one activity and that germinate in another. Several studies have shown that effects that seem 

negative after a short time seem turn to positive after more time. For example, Morehouse and Williams (1998) 

evaluated the effects of a 3-year instructional intervention using P4C pedagogy (a form of dialogic teaching) on

argumentative writing. Performance declined, during the 1
st

year of the program. However, during subsequent 2 

years, P4C students showed a significantly better ability to construct written arguments, compared to other 

students. But, and this is a major methodological problem, long term interventions in schools cannot rely on the 

exclusive enactment of desirable forms of talk. What is measured in the long run is the result of the enactment of 

multiple practices whose diversity is inevitable in classrooms. In this context, measuring effects of forms of talk 

on learning and development in an experimental way is very difficult to conduct. It is vain to attempt to 

disentangle their specific contributions in the blended character of classroom activity. It is then not surprising 

that the general picture in research findings on the effects of the enactment of specific forms of talk in 

classrooms mentioned above is quite inconsistent. We do not utterly oppose to such studies but opt for a vigilant 

position concerning the use of inferential statistics for studying classroom talk. We agree with Mercer to 

additionally opt for qualitative methods that help tracing successive various activities in a temporal analysis.

In the background of this complex picture on argumentation teaching in classrooms, the Kishurim group 

has initiated a design research program dedicated to foster both dialogic and dialectical aspects of argumentation 

in classrooms. The group first relied on educational research to recognize that dialogic and dialectical aspects of 

argumentation are difficult to sustain and that argumentation should be facilitated. The Kishurim group 

constructed several tools, among them Digalo (Schwarz & de Groot, 2007), a graphical tool that affords dialogic 

and dialectical moves in synchronous e-discussions (described further on). The tool was extensively used in 

small group discussions. In parallel, the Kishurim group implemented in schools argumentative practices that 

resembled in some way P4C practices: critical discussions around texts, resolution of dilemmas with societal 

impact, argumentative writing. Also, teachers were trained to lead critical discussions, to encourage 

collaboration, to integrate technologies tools in their teaching, and to blend different practices to foster 

argumentation in their classes. 

The educational setting
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11 Grade 9 students (6 females and 5 males) from a junior high-school of a large city in Israel participated in a 

course consisting of twenty-two 90 min. long meetings on the theme “Childhood in wartime” with special 

attention to years 1933-1940. The course focused on activities in history, argumentation and inquiry learning. 

These activities were first introduced separately to teach their basics, but became intermingled later on. For 

example, in session 11, the tension during wartime between the will to become an adult and to remain a child

was discussed. Different texts (written documents, pictures and maps) were at students’ disposal. Means of 

communication varied: face-to-face, synchronous communication in the same computer room, or while each 

participant being at home through graphical software Digalo (Schwarz & Glassner, 2007).  

Figure 1. A Digalo Discussion

Figure 1 displays a Digalo discussion around the dilemma “children during the thirties in Nazi Germany”. 

It is in a form of a map with graphical and textual features. Turn 2 is embodied in a form of a question in which 

the teacher Yoram presents the topic of the discussion. The content of the question appears in the lower right 

window. Five students (Sima, Ben, Yossi, Shir and Ron) whose identity is represented in an icon in the lower 

left window, participate in the discussion. The different shapes of the map represent argumentative functions 

(argument, explanation, question, support, opposition, etc.) students created from their ontology tool bar. 

At the end of the course, the teacher – a former high-tech specialist, received a prize on his teaching and 

on the site he constructed to scaffold learning. Digalo was used intensively in 14 out of 22 sessions. The teacher 

designed the activities, the materials and the program. He provided multiple texts that suggested different 

perspectives with which students were encouraged to engage in dialogic argumentation. At the end of the 

course, the students were invited to engage in a dyadic inquiry-based activity that included the formulation of a 

research question, the evaluation of sources and the co-writing of an argumentative essay.  

Tracing the establishment of argumentative norms in successive activities
The present paper is aimed at observing how dialogic and dialectical norms were instilled in the course and to 

show that this instilment was far from being smooth. Let us see first describe a Digalo discussion. We present 

here the textual translation of the argumentative map displayed in Figure 1. Chosen forms are underlined and 

titles italicized: 

2 Question Yoram

German children during the thirties in Germany  From Samuel Kelner’s testimony, we learn that 

impressive ceremonies, the flags of the German Reich, marches, and the soldiers that paraded in the streets in 

uniforms deeply impacted on German children. Many of them turned to admirers of the regime and of its 

ideology. Why do you think that these demonstrations of power impressed children so much? Did the 

demonstrations impressed children more than adults? What do you learn from this?  

3 Claim   Ben

The strong influence of demonstrations on children  In my opinion, the demonstrations of power by 

the Nazis influenced children because it’s easy to teach children to believe in something, and in addition, the 

Nazis exposed their ideas convincingly and in a rational way that added and strengthened the children’s 

opinions

4 Claim  Yossi  Arrow of support to Ben in 3

The strong influence of demonstrations on German children In my opinion, the demonstration of power of the 

Nazis had a deep influence on children because children admire strong characters (the Nazis invaded many 

regions in Europe and were very strong). For example, small children admire figures such as Superman and 

Spiderman because they are strong. At that time the Nazis showed they were strong and children were 

influenced. 

5 Claim  Shir   Arrow of support to Ben in 3 and to Yossi in 4
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Children and their parents  I think that children were very much influenced from all the fuss that the 

demonstrations did […]  In contrast to them, their parents could have seen demonstrations without being drafted 

to the anti-Semitic movement. Unfortunately a part of them were influenced by the demonstrations and 

collaborated. 

6 Claim   Sima  Arrow of opposition to Ben at 3

Hitler’s demonstrations In my opinion, children were more easily influenced from Hitler’s demonstrations of 

power because they look for characters with whom they can identify, and Hitler was presented as a hero.  

11 Information Sima  Without any arrow

Education in Germany   In Germany, Jewish children were driven out from schools and 

pupils that remained began learning Nazi principles. The educational system coerced on children Hitler’s 

positions and by such created a distorted perspective on Jews and other people.

12 Claim  Shir   Arrow of opposition to Ben at 3; Arrow of support to Sima at 11

Not sure     You think that children were more influenced than parents? In my 

opinion, this is not true. It’s a fact that many adults supported the Nazi ideology as a result of the demonstrations

14 Argument Yossi  Neutral link to Ben at 7

Your answer is not clear. Could you explain it?

15 Question  Yoram   Without arrow

So children’s ability to judge limited so that this is the role of adults to supervise them. Do you agree with this? 

… 

19 Claim  Shir  Arrow of opposition to Yoram at 15

The problem is that adults too were drafted by the anti-Semitic movement The role of the adults is indeed 

to supervise children and to teach them not to believe to whatever they come across, but in the case of the 

numerous demonstrations and the activities of the Nazi ideology, the adults too were fooled by the Nazi 

ideology.

We can see that in turns 3-6, the students chose the form of an argument in order to give a reasoned 

answer to the teacher’s question. We also see that in their reasoned positions, the discussants refer also to their 

peers through support (e.g., in 5 where Shir refers both to Ben and Yossi) or through opposition (e.g., in 6 where 

Sima opposes to Ben). After her opposition is rejected, Sima adds information as “objective data” (hence 

without any arrow) in 11. This information conveys a strong argument concerning the role of education in the

Nazi indoctrination of children in Germany which led Shir to agree with Sima and to oppose Ben in 12. 

Yoram’s question in 15 is in a disguised challenge to the agreed argument that judgment abilities are limited 

among children.  Shir reacts in 19 by the counterchallenge that adults too were equally influenced. The double 

characterization of Digalo communication – the argumentative function by choosing adequate graphical forms, 

and their content lead the discussion to take place in two planes, argumentative and content-related. Scrutiny 

over this isolated discussion may lead to the conclusion that students were encultured to argumentative practices 

combining dialectical and dialogical aspects. But does enacting specific practices mean that the participants 

have appropriated the norms that these initiated practices seem to convey? The teacher Yoram provided 

numerous occasions for testing appropriation of norms. For example, just after the Digalo discussion above, he

asked one discussant from each discussion group to summarize the discussion and to present it to the other 

group. Sima was designated in the first group and Neta in the second. Such a task seemed anodyne. Let’s see 

how the teacher handles this activity in the second group. Karin is appointed head of her group, but just after she 

writes the summary she extracted from her Digalo argumentative map, and reads it aloud to her peers, Liron 

reacts vehemently: 

18Yo: I try to understand the dispute

19Lir: I claim that she still contradicts herself 

20Yo: I propose not to focus on this dispute! The discussion was far wider than your dispute!

21Li: No, I explain to you…

22Yo: Well, go on, ignore this dispute and go on, so that people know what happened in this discussion. For 

example, you have what Neta wrote, what Maya said. One referred to what you said, Ron?

 [Liron gets crazy that Karin sits down and types on the computer and the rest of her group listen to her]

23Yo: Liron, do you have another idea?

24Li: For, every comment she writes, she should first tell it to all of us, and we all will summarize our views, 

and then everybody will write an integrated answer to turn it to something acceptable for all of us!

25Yo: Karin, you should tell to the other what you write, to turn it to acceptable for all

26Li: But this is nonsense if she is the only one to write

27Yo:  When Karin formulates something, she should present it to everybody. Does somebody want to add…

28Li: Why shouldn’t we add to the formulation, we belong to the group too!

29Yo: Somebody should gather and organize things. When you will be a group leader, you’ll organize, too

30Li: Neta is the group leader, not Karin!

31Ka: Neta gave me the opportunity to concentrate, because she had difficulties doing it
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32Li: [stands up in front of the group] I waste my time when sitting here. [Turns to the teacher] You said that 

the goal here was to collaborate with each other. So, when she writes formulations, she must collaborate!

33Ka: You quarrel on something unimportant!

34Li: This is surely about principles! I can sit wherever I want [she moves away from the group], and then 

you say that I don’t collaborate! What’s the benefit of simply sitting, idle? She should collaborate with 

us, she should say things aloud!  

This dispute overtly concerned social issues: individual writing of a summary of a discussion in the 

presence of her peers undermines the value of collaboration fostered by the teacher in Digalo discussions. Liron

argues with the teacher (19, 21, 24, 26, 28, 30) more than with her peers.  It appears that the head of the group 

was replaced (30-31), and this fact irritates Liron who feels that she could serve (better) as the head of the 

group. It seems that the teacher did not know how to handle events in which collaborative values were at odds 

with other social goals. The dispute with Liron shows that the practice of summarizing conflicted with critical 

reasoning and dialogicity, in her harsh protestations. Liron makes it clear to the teacher and her peers that 

discussions does not mean only sitting and chatting together, through agreement with the head of the group (32, 

34). Rather, each participant has the right to plead his/her case (24, 28, 32, 34). This fact exemplifies a deep 

change in the behavior of discussants in capitalizing on their discussion space. Liron brings to surface the 

duality of the right and the duties of participants in dialogic argumentation: on the one side, the liberty to decide 

when and how to intervene, and on the other side, the commitment to enable others to intervene and to disagree 

even when what is said does not fit own standards. She clearly expresses that the norms of collaboration the 

teacher championed were violated (24, 26, 28). In 32 she affirms You said that the goal here was to collaborate 

with each other. So, when she writes formulations, she must collaborate! to express that she takes seriously the 

teacher’s advice, not as an isolated script, but as a norm of behavior. In 33, the teacher misses the point and 

misinterprets Liron’s obstinacy as something unimportant. He probably links this behavior to a trait of Liron’s 

personality, the fact that she is a “rebel”. This is probably true but she is right and beautifully articulates in 34, 

that her “rebellion” in the present case reflects a principle, a norm of behavior that she (so to speak) 

“appropriated”: This is surely about principles! I can sit wherever I want, and then you say that I don’t 

collaborate! What’s the benefit of simply sitting, idle?

Many cases of tension originating from the collision between norms of critical reasoning and norms of 

dialogicity occurred. The reiteration of tensions led to a special atmosphere in the class, in which criticality and 

dialogicity cohabitated. This is a healthy and unsolved tension! For example, the following protocol presents a 

discussion between the teacher, Liron and her pals during lesson 5 about the principles of dictatorship: 

1Li: You said that dictatorship is not good. As soon as you say this, you behave as a dictator!

2Yo: What you say is bright!

3Li: So now we have a bit dictatorship, and this is a proof that dictatorship is not necessarily something bad 

4Ne: I did not understand what you said

5Yo: What Liron said is that I and you look like somebody who supports democracy, but in fact you are a 

dictator: You keep me silent, and you tell me “this is good, it puts some order”

6Li: [in an ironic tone] Fairly true! 

7Yo: The school acts in a democratic spirit, it is not entirely democratic but the atmosphere is democratic!

  

8Ne: But we’re here in the class. It’s not the same

9Li: It’s also democracy; it can be ‘clean up the floor, arrange the chairs!’

10Yo: Sima, what did you want to say?

11Si: I think that this isn’t a democracy. Second, you don’t make me feel angry, there are norms established 

by people, so that will not be considered as dictatorship! 

12Yo: You mean that rules in school set the…[Liron tries to interrupt Yoram]. Could you listen, Liron? You 

gave a good comment, Sima commented on you and I want to add something. In dictatorships, basic 

rights are not respected, such as human dignity and human freedom (Liron tries again to break out)... In 

schools, there are rules. In democracies, too, people are obedient to rules. Otherwise, it’s impossible to 

administrate a country. In schools, rules are a bit harsher. […] I can give you some extra work, 

castigate you, and write a letter to your parents but to beat you, to lock you up – things that people did 

once in non-democratic countries [Liron smiles]. You got it? Schools breathe democracy. They are not 

utterly democratic, but live in a democratic atmosphere   

13Li: I don’t say this is bad, I say that a bit of dictatorship puts some order! It’s possible to establish some 

dictatorship in the government!

The discussion stresses a tension, and this time a positive one, between dialogicity and critical thinking: 

The teacher praises Liron (2) for her challenging question (1). In (3), she elaborates her challenge by arguing in 

favor of ‘a bit of dictatorship’. This sophisticated argument is not well understood by Neta (4). The teacher 

clarifies Liron’s challenge (5), and by doing so, establishes an expression of closeness that gives her lot of 

satisfaction (6). In (7), the teacher tries to temperate Liron’s challenge. This intervention opens the dialogue 
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with the whole class and Neta counter-challenges Liron’s argument by noticing that it is irrelevant to classroom 

reality (8) to which Liron reacts in (9). In (10), the teacher orchestrates again the dialogical-critical discussion 

by inviting Sima to contribute after he noticed that she wants to speak. Sima opposes Liron’s challenge from a 

new direction – societal norms: what happens in classrooms cannot be called dictatorship.  At this point, the 

teacher decides to develop a long argument that integrates both Liron and Sima’s arguments about rights and 

the necessity of law. This development is accompanied by strong emotional reactions from the part of Liron but 

is finally accepted. It seems that not only Liron but also the teacher and the other participants felt a lot of 

satisfaction as provocative interventions resulted in a reasonable solution reflecting a variety of ideas, and most 

importantly and integrating the opinions of the discussants. This solution could not be appreciated if it would 

not have been the conclusion of a dialogical process.

Putting into practice argumentation as a solution or as a problem to solve?
The course “Childhood in wartime” was organized as a series of activities during which the teacher 

implemented various argumentative practices: from guided discussions on what a good argument /discussion is, 

to extraction of arguments from a text, unguided Digalo discussion, summarizing discussions, presentations or 

writing of argumentative essays. The high level of the outcomes we presented is surprising: the teacher is not 

always at the center of this community. Students ask for explanations, challenge, and do not accept the teacher’s 

ideas as such. Beyond all that, it appears that the students are emotionally moved and dialogicity reigns over all 

discussion: all discussants refer to each other respectfully and right to the point in reasoning chains; also, 

discussants are critical as they rely on historical documents, compare conflicting sources, challenge each other 

(including the teacher) with harsh questions, but attempt to reach reasoned conclusions. It seems then that the 

students constitute a community of learners dedicated to argumentation. The origins of this success are multiple. 

First, students internalized argumentative norms: In 14 of the 22 lessons, Digalo was used. And since students

had to comply with the ontology proposed by Digalo, they progressively internalized argumentative norms.

Another reasonable factor of the success of the course in turning the group of students into a community of 

learners complying with argumentative norms is the design of the course that included contents in history, 

inquiry, and argumentation, first separated and explicit, then combined and generally implicit: At the end of the 

course, activities relied on multiple sources, and students had to search for relevant information, to test its 

accuracy by consulting other sources and to discuss best interpretations, etc.

However, the tool and the design did not lead only to solutions, to smooth to compliance with 

argumentative norms and to high-quality discussions but also to tensions: inviting to dialogicity was 

problematic when choosing between ideas or between people to fulfill a role was at stake. The teacher often 

found himself in big difficulties and sometimes failed in supporting a weak student in summarizing a discussion 

in the presence of her peers, in justifying why one student should take the lead in a collaborative activity 

because of the high standards of criticality he himself demanded from his students. Also, the most critical 

students used the tools he taught them to undermine his authority. More seriously, smugly knowledgeable 

students like Liron were very aggressive like when they overtly stressed that other students were not clear about 

their own opinion (so that their opinion could be neglected). Yoram did not know how to cope with Liron. The 

high standards of criticality set by the teacher led him and the students to blunt attacks on what others claimed.

These attacks were harmful and showed that argumentation can destabilize human relationships. The teacher 

did not know in advance how to cope with these difficult situations but he recognized that this is an inevitable 

problem that he must face without escaping to authoritativeness. The repeated attempts of this excellent teacher 

to bridge between dialogicity and criticality turned the moments of friction, as constitutive moments of the 

community of learners.
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