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Abstract  

This study discusses how knowledge of dialogic features can inform intercultural learning. 

Intercultural learning is highlighted in educational policy as a means of managing cultural 

diversity (for example, Council of Europe, 2018). Furthermore, intercultural dialogue is a 

frequently employed term. However, the features and aims of intercultural dialogues often 

remain vague. To help elucidate them, secondary-school students’ conversations about a 

picturebook in the ELT class are analysed through the lens of dialogic theory (Alexander, 

2008; Mercer & Howe, 2012; Vrikki, Wheatley, Howe, Hennessy, & Mercer, 2019; Wegerif, 

2011). Through engaging with the pictures, a dialogic space emerged, allowing the students 

to display curiosity about another culture and contribute ideas. Their willingness to actively 

listen, explore conflicting ideas and change their minds led to joint meaning-making and the 

co-construction of knowledge of another culture (Byram, 1997; Deardorff, 2006). The study 

adds to the scarce empirical literature on reading for intercultural learning in English 

language teaching (ELT) (Hoff, 2017) through its novel approach, applying dialogic theory 

to intercultural learning, mediated by picturebook dialogues. I argue that knowledge of 

dialogic features can serve as a tool for teachers aiming to foster students’ intercultural 

learning in ELT. 
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Introduction 

Dialogue is a term that has gained much currency over the last decade, frequently preceded 

by the adjective ‘intercultural’. Its usages can be divided into two strands: (a) intercultural 

dialogue as a response to globalization in order to manage increased cultural diversity (for 

example, Council of Europe, 2008; UNESCO, 2013) and (b) dialogue as an approach to 

intercultural learning through dialogic activities, and/or readers’ dialogue with text 

representing the readers’ own or another culture (Byram & Wagner, 2018). It is the latter 

usage that is of interest in this paper. The terminology of dialogue can vary, with the word 

sometimes used interchangeably with words such as ‘discussion’, ‘interaction’ and ‘talk’ 

and often used loosely, leaving the specific features and aims of dialogue undefined. This 

paper will focus on what makes classroom talk dialogic and how dialogues can foster 

intercultural learning. To this end, the following research questions are addressed: 

 
1. What features of dialogue seem to be conducive to intercultural learning? 

2. How might teachers facilitate students’ intercultural dialogues?  

 
These questions are explored through the lens of secondary-school students’ intercultural 

dialogues about a picturebook in the ELT class, applying insights from dialogic theory 

(Alexander, 2008; Mercer & Howe, 2012; Vrikki et al., 2019; Wegerif, 2008, 2011; Wegerif 

& Mercer, 1997). I argue that knowledge about dialogic features and aims can advance our 

understanding of how students’ intercultural learning is mediated through interaction with 

text and with other readers. Little empirical research has been done on reading practices for 

intercultural learning in ELT (Hoff, 2017, p. 2), especially related to learners in lower-

secondary education. Hence, this study adds to the scarce literature on the topic. It can also 

provide support for teachers’ development as intercultural educators. 
 

Theoretical Background: Intercultural Learning, Dialogue and Picturebooks 

Intercultural learning can be defined as the development of knowledge, skills and attitudes 

needed for effective and appropriate communication and behaviour ‘when interacting across 

difference’ (Deardorff, 2019, p. 5). Some commonly agreed-upon elements include curiosity 

and discovery, cultural knowledge, perspective-taking skills, critical cultural awareness, 

listening skills, empathy and adaptability (Deardorff, 2006; Spitzberg & Changnon, 2009).  
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According to Delanoy, dialogue encompasses interculturality. His concept of 

dialogic competence shares similarities with models of intercultural competence, such as 

curiosity, critical awareness and perspective-taking skills (Byram, 1997; Delanoy, 2008). 

Dialogue involves recognition of and sincere interest in the others’ perspectives. Wegerif 

translates the Greek ‘dialogic’ into ‘meaning emerging from the interplay of different 

perspectives’ (2011, p. 180). We need others’ perspectives on us to see ourselves more 

clearly and to develop perspective-taking skills and empathy (Dysthe, 2013). Through 

dialogue, in the Socratian sense, the participants may be moved from expressing their doxa 

– their beliefs and perceptions – to expressing episteme, knowledge tested through 

questioning and justifying (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2008, pp. 34-39). Both forms of knowledge 

are relevant to this qualitative study. In practice, a dialogic classroom culture entails giving 

students agency to contribute and explore ideas and constructively challenge and build upon 

those of each other (Alexander, 2008). 

Fiction is suitable for intercultural learning, as literature may help readers engage 

with conflicting perspectives (Hoff, 2014). Readers engage in their own and other cultures 

through literature, and this engagement may foster intercultural learning (cf. Bredella, 2000; 

Bredella & Delanoy, 1996; Fenner, 2001; Hoff, 2017; Kramsch, 1993; Matos, 2005). 

Picturebooks may add another layer to the intercultural reading experience. According to 

Hallberg, a picturebook is a book that has a minimum of one picture per double spread 

(1982). The pictures can replicate, expand and contradict the verbal text (Nikolajeva & Scott, 

2006). Through readers’ engagement with the semiotic meaning of the picture-text 

relationship (Evans, 2013), they can discover and critically analyse the multiple voices and 

ideologies represented in the narrative (Stephens, 2018).  

 
The Features and Aims of Dialogues 

Wegerif and Mercer divide student-student talk into three types: disputational, cumulative 

and exploratory (2013; 1997; italics mine). Disputational talk entails competing to find the 

correct solution in order to win an argument. In cumulative talk, students build on each 

other’s ideas. Though all voices are heard, ideas are not challenged and explored. 

Differences in opinion might be glossed over or ignored in order to maintain the harmony of 

the group (Wegerif, 2008, 2011). The most educationally productive talk occurs when 
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groups share ideas, which are explored, constructively criticized and built upon, especially 

when students are willing to change their mind if they are wrong (Wegerif, 2008, 2011). 

These are the characteristics of exploratory talk. Considering studies of student-student and 

student-teacher talk, Wegerif finds that it is not merely the characteristics of exploratory talk 

that help groups develop their thinking, but also identification with the aims of the dialogue 

itself (Wegerif, 2011, p. 184). Therefore, he prefers the term dialogic talk, which entails ‘an 

openness to the other and respect for difference’ (2011, p. 184). These are also elements of 

intercultural learning.   

Summing up the most prominent research on dialogue, Vrikki et al. conclude that the 

‘participative ethos […] with participants respecting and listening to all ideas’ (Vrikki et al., 

2019, p. 86) is essential for productive classroom dialogue. These qualities are fundamental 

to student ‘identification with the dialogue’ (Wegerif, 2011), and require a supportive and 

inclusive classroom culture. Furthermore, the teacher plays an important part in facilitating 

student dialogues. This includes helping students co-ordinate and synthesize ideas, activities 

which are lacking in many classrooms (Vrikki et al., 2019). 

 
Intercultural Dialogue 

If intercultural dialogue involves ‘interacti[on] across difference’ (Deardorff, 2019, p. 5), 

what is the aim of dialogic interaction? Outlining a theoretical dichotomy, the aim of 

dialogue can be: 
 

 1. reaching agreement and/or mediating contrasting views  
or 
 2. learning to tolerate ambiguity and live with conflict. 
 
 

Littleton and Mercer hold that attempts to reach agreement are an important feature of 

educational dialogues, as they can push the students to explore each other’s ideas more 

carefully even if they do not manage to reach agreement (Littleton & Mercer, 2013, p. 38). 

Similarly, Byram (1997) stresses the ability to mediate different perspectives as essential for 

intercultural communicative competence.  

  Wegerif, for his part, states that agreement is only one point on a fluid continuum 

(Wegerif, 2011, p. 182). According to Delanoy, ‘irritation and contradiction’ may enhance 

one’s reflective skills (Delanoy, 2008, p. 177). Hoff (2014) takes up this thread when she 
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criticizes Byram for focusing too strongly on harmonizing contrasting views. She reads his 

model as reminiscent of Hegel’s dialectic: thesis – antithesis – synthesis, in which difference 

is overcome in a dialectic dialogue and the ultimate goal is to understand the other’s position. 

In today’s pluricultural world, we should rather learn to tolerate ambiguity, as ‘[c]onflict, 

ambiguity and difference [are] not solely […] challenging aspects of the intercultural 

encounter, but […] potentially fruitful conditions for profound dialogue between Self and 

Other’ (2014, p. 208).  

This study will exemplify not only how exploration of conflicting views may lead to 

intercultural learning but also how other dialogic features serve to drive dialogues forward. 

I argue that this may happen when a dialogic space is created, a ‘dynamic continuous 

emergence of meaning’ in which students solve problems through listening, requesting help, 

‘changing their minds [and] seeing the problems as if through the eyes of others’ (Wegerif, 

2011, p. 180).  
 

Previous Research 

Studies from a range of fields have considered how dialogic education might develop 

students’ cognitive and emotional skills, which have been seen as constituent skills of 

intercultural learning (Maine, 2013; Rojas-Drummond, Mazon, Fernandez, & Wegerif, 

2006). However, the link between such development and intercultural learning is not 

necessarily targeted, and dialogic approaches to intercultural learning in primary and lower 

secondary ELT is an understudied field. In this section, I will comment on a few studies 

relevant to my own, concerned with either literary dialogues (talking around stories) and/or 

intercultural learning from first- and second-language classrooms.  

Mourão (2013), Yeom (2019) and Hoff (2017) studied secondary-school ELT 

classrooms. Mourão (2013) reveals the potential of discussions about multimodal texts for 

developing student vocabulary and critical engagement through interthinking (Littleton & 

Mercer, 2013). Yeom (2019) discusses visual grammar in teenagers’ discussions of 

picturebooks. Through a thematic analysis, she shows how the teacher facilitates the 

discussion and how ‘aspects of global awareness’ are developed (2019, p. 1). Hoff’s (2017) 

concern is how teachers can foster intercultural readers. She offers a theoretical model to 

capture ‘the communicative processes [of the] “intercultural reader”’ (Hoff, 2017, p. 4). 

Nonetheless, Hoff recognizes that teachers require a high level of intercultural competence 
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to transform conflictual encounters into intercultural learning experiences (2019, pp. 106-

109). 

Wiseman (2011) and Pantaleo (2007) analyse the discourse features of literary 

dialogues in first-language primary classrooms, and Maine shows how empathy stimulates 

children’s dialogues (2013). The studies above exemplify how dialogic transactions with 

literature, including multimodal texts, may foster skills conducive to intercultural learning, 

such as empathy and critical engagement. The present study adds to this research. Applying 

insight from dialogic theory to intercultural dialogues, I aim to link knowledge of dialogic 

features to intercultural learning through picturebooks in secondary-school ELT. I suggest 

that knowledge of dialogic features and of how to mediate them might help teachers 

transform student reading experiences into intercultural learning. 
 

The Intercultural Picturebook Project 

The Learners and the Teacher 

The dialogues are collected from a case study in a small Norwegian town, where an eighth 

grade ELT class read Peter Sís’ graphic memoir, The Wall: Growing Up Behind the Iron 

Curtain (2007). The group comprised twenty-three 13- and 14-year-olds. Norwegian 

students study English in class for one to two hours per week from first grade, increasing to 

two hours from eighth grade. The students’ language skills ranged from A2 to B1 level in 

the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR). According to the 

teacher, the students were accustomed to small-group discussions, and the whole-class 

discussions that I observed were carefully guided by the teacher. In preparation for the 

project, the teacher and I discussed the importance of allowing the students to make their 

own interpretations. Accordingly, I encouraged the teacher to use open-ended questions and 

to emphasize that there were no right or wrong answers.  

The focus on intercultural learning entailed targeting both cognitive and emotional 

skills. Through triggering the students’ curiosity, the aim was to increase their knowledge of 

another culture, encompassing both historical learning and understanding of social 

interaction and fostering perspective-taking skills – all significant elements of intercultural 

competence (Byram, 1997; Deardorff, 2006; Wagner, Perugini & Byram, 2018). Moreover, 
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tolerance of ambiguity came into play, as reading this book represented a threefold 

intercultural experience for the students:  
 

1. The picturebook represented an unconventional choice of text. None of the students 

had read a picturebook since early in primary school, and they considered this as 

literature for small children only.  

2. The book represented an unknown culture. The class had almost no knowledge of 

communism, and several students were unaware that Czechoslovakia had existed as 

a nation state.  

3. Reading literature in a foreign language is in itself an intercultural experience 

(Bredella & Delanoy, 1996; Fenner, 2001; Hoff, 2017).  
 

The Picturebook and the Activities 

The Wall: Growing Up Behind the Iron Curtain 

This book (see Figure 1) is a hybrid picturebook/graphic novel. It utilizes a combination of 

media and modes, such as illustrated double-spreads, maps, photos, panels, journal excerpts, 

and factual and narrative text to relate Sís’ story of growing up during the Cold War in 

Czechoslovakia. He describes how he and his peers were, in his words, brainwashed by the 

system, but also how, as he grew older, ‘Western music made a crack in the wall’ and he 

began to question what he had been taught (Sís, 2007, unpaginated).  
 

 

Figure 1. Cover, Peter Sís (2007) The Wall. New York: Farrar, Straus & Giroux. 
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Activities 

The students worked with the book over five sessions. I created activities aiming to foster 

their intercultural learning, which were subsequently approved and carried out by the 

language teacher. Starting with pre-reading activities, the students built up schemata about 

the geographical and ideological setting. Then followed a shared reading of the historical 

introduction and the captions at the bottom of the page, narrating Peter’s story, including 

time to discuss the pictures. Through open-ended questions, the teacher encouraged the 

students to share their perceptions. An activity with the teacher-in-role as Peter Sís allowed 

the students to ask ‘the author’ questions. Furthermore, the post-reading activities focused 

on whole-class and small-group dialogues about their interpretations of the book, allowing 

them to draw on their own experiences.  
 

Researcher Role, Data Collection and Analysis 

I observed four sessions but had to teach one due to the teacher’s absence. Hence, I alternated 

the roles of outside and participant observer (DeWalt & DeWalt, 2011). In the focus group 

interviews, I talked to 12 students in total, all of whom, and their parents, had signed consent 

forms. Table 1 illustrates the sequence and forms of data collection. While this project is 

part of a larger study, this article focuses on focus-group dialogues and examples of 

classroom talk, analysed through the lens of dialogic theory (Alexander, 2008; Vrikki et al., 

2019; Wegerif, 2011). These serve as illustrations of intercultural learning through 

picturebook dialogues, without making any broad generalizations.  

 

Table 1. Data collection 



CLELEjournal, Volume 7, Issue 2, 2019 
 

  
 
 

 
 

Children’s Literature in English Language Education  ISSN 2195-5212  
clelejournal.org 

45 

45 
 

 

 

The focus groups gathered after every session. The focus group was chosen to 

accommodate an exchange of multiple viewpoints and gain deeper insight into the students’ 

learning than was possible through classroom observation alone (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009, 

p. 150). A semi-structured interview guide was used, consisting mainly of open-ended 

questions to encourage dialogue. The audiotaped interviews were transcribed verbatim using 

a transcription key modelled on the Jefferson (1984) notation. I told the students that there 

were no right or wrong answers and that my only concern was to glean what they had learned 

and their opinions about the book and the activities. The interviews took place in Norwegian. 

This was the shared language mastered best by everyone involved and allowed the students 

to relax and express themselves more easily.    

The students both applauded and criticized the project, indicating that they felt 

comfortable sharing their true opinions. However, as an adult, I should not overlook the 

unequal power relations in conversations with minors (Creswell & Creswell, 2018, p. 94) 

and how my presence might have affected the students’ engagement (Steen-Olsen, 2010). 

The students came to know me as an observer in the classroom but quickly came to treat me 

as a second teacher. In the focus groups, I took on a dual role. As a researcher, I asked 

questions to capture the research object: examples of dialogic interactions and the students’ 

intercultural learning. However, I also considered it my ethical obligation to give something 

back to the participants by facilitating their learning (Creswell & Creswell, 2018, p. 94). 

Hence, in the example dialogues, I often took on the role of teacher, aiming to facilitate 

students’ educational dialogues. As such, the focus-group interactions can serve as examples 

of what could have happened in the classroom.  

In the following sections, I will analyse dialogues from two focus groups, each with 

six students, and examples of classroom talk from the same project. They have been sampled 

according to the following criteria:  
 

• Chronology. The dialogues took place in focus groups after the final session. They 

are compared with classroom talk from the first session. This allows a contrast 

between the first session in a large group, when the students had little or no 

background knowledge, and dialogues about familiar content in a small group and 

might indicate progression in the students’ learning.  
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• Length. The longest dialogues about illustrations were selected to allow analysis of 

the development of the students’ ideas.  

• Consideration of dialogic features. Dialogues containing multiple features of 

educational dialogue were chosen to illustrate the possibilities of fostering 

intercultural learning through dialogic reading of picturebooks and contrasted with 

classroom talk.  

The analysis focuses on the features below, from my review of dialogic theory. The features 

closely resemble the overview of dialogic features (Vrikki et al., 2019) shared by the most 

prominent research in the field. However, through an abductive process, I have adjusted 

Points 3 and 5, excluded points irrelevant to the dialogues in this study and included relevant 

points (2 and 6, respectively) from Alexander (2008) and Wegerif (2011).  
 

1. Invitations that provoke thoughtful responses, such as authentic questions, requests 

for clarifications and explanation.  

2. Agency, students initiating discussion through contributing new ideas.  

3. Building on each other’s ideas, through adding new points (extending).  

4. Challenging ideas constructively.  

5. Justifying ideas.  

6. Change of mind.  

7. Attempts to reach consensus.  

8. Display of a participative ethos, such as recognizing/valuing each other’s 

contributions.  

 
In the following sections, I will first discuss some examples of classroom talk from the first 

session of this project. Second, I will carefully analyse one dialogue, then give a briefer 

account of two others, all from the final focus groups.  
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Classroom Talk 

 
Figure 2. Illustration from Peter Sís (2007) The Wall. New York: Farrar, Straus & Giroux. 

Reprinted with permission of the author, © Peter Sís. 
 

The following examples of classroom talk illustrate some of the challenges of whole-group 

dialogues in which the students have limited background knowledge on the topic. Following 
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my instructions, the teacher read the book to the students and tried to ask open questions 

about the pictures, allowing everyone to share their perceptions. While looking at the map 

on the endpaper, the teacher (T) asked the students:  
 

1 T: What do you see? 

2 S: A map! 

3 T: Be more specific! 

4 S: Russia is red! 

5 T: What is magnified? 

6 S: Prague in Czechoslovakia. 
 

Table 2. Classroom talk about the front endpaper 
 

The teacher’s question (1) opened the floor but received a matter-of-fact response. 

Accordingly, he probed for more information. His invitation elicited further factual 

information, and the interaction did little to expand the students’ thinking.  

Cumulative talk is frequent in classrooms (Littleton & Mercer, 2013; Wegerif & 

Mercer, 1997), and this was demonstrated when the teacher asked the students what they 

saw in a picture and the students took turns to answer: ‘red flags’, ‘star’, ‘cards’, ‘drawing 

on the ground’ and ‘a kid‘. Cumulative talk allows everyone to participate and can be useful 

to get many ideas on the table. However, to expand the students’ thinking, the use of an open 

why-question can be more fruitful, as seen when the teacher asks the class to comment on a 

picture of a house (Figure 2) in Table 3. 
 

1 S6: There is an American and a British flag. 

2 T:  Why are they there? 

3 S5: Maybe so the government wouldn’t find it! 

4 S7: He dreams of a free land and everything he can do there. Here, he’s 

told what to do. 

5 S8: There’s a sign from the Second World War [a swastika]. 

6 S9: In every picture we see, he’s always holding a picture.  
 

Table 3. Classroom talk about the picture of the house in Figure 2 
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The teacher’s invitation first elicited merely factual information (Table 1). However, when 

he invited the students to reflect on reasons, several thoughtful responses emerged, reflecting 

knowledge of another culture (3 – 4). It should be mentioned that Student 7 (S7) was the 

only student in the class with pre-knowledge of communism. It is reasonable to presume that 

he drew on this knowledge in his response (4). S9 noticed a recurrent feature, but the 

comment was not followed up, and the shared reading resumed.  

Inviting thoughtful responses, the teacher’s question (2) allowed some students to 

move beyond literal interpretations (3, 4), and opened up the discussion for more active 

participation. Still, the dialogue ended after six turns. These examples illustrate the 

challenges of facilitating intercultural dialogue in larger groups with students with limited 

background knowledge and limited time to develop the dialogue. However, an open why-

question elicited more responses than the closed what-questions in the first example in Table 

2, and more of these might have moved the dialogue from cumulative to the exploratory or 

dialogic. 
 

The Bike with Wings: An Intercultural Dialogue

 
 

Figure 3. Illustration from Peter Sís (2007) The Wall. New York: Farrar, Straus & Giroux. 
Reprinted with permission of the author, © Peter Sís. 
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In the following dialogue in Focus Group A around the illustration in Figure 3, S1 – 5 are 

students, whereas I am the researcher/teacher (R/T). The dialogue arose after the students 

had been asked if anything had confused them about the book. Following a brief discussion, 

Student 1 (S1) exclaimed:  
 

1 S1: I think it’s a bit weird that, eh, eh, Peter, you know, flew on a homemade plane to the 

US. Because that wouldn’t have worked! [And he couldn’t get food up there, and he would 

have just crashed immediately! It’s a bike! With wings [and in addition, why would he go to 

the US, when it’s on the other side of the planet, when he could have just gone to a 

neighbouring country! 

         [R/T: No! (repressed laughter) 

                                                                                          [S2: With books! 

2 R/T: Mmm. Good point! 

3 S2: [But, like if he had gone to a neighbouring country, it would have been easy to come 

and get him again!  

       [S3: Yeah, that’s a really good point! 

4 S1: But still, it’s way easier to just fly to a neighbouring country! And then you can just fly 

on, rather than, you know, yes. 

5 S4: But maybe it’s a bit metaphorical, and, because, really, the wings – they are his 

drawings.  

6 R/T: Mmmm. It could be a metaphor, yes. That’s really good thinking! What do you think 

the metaphor might represent? Like, what could it mean? 

7 S4: (unclear) I think (laughter)= 

8 S5: =when he’s drawing, he’s free. 

9 R/T: Yes! Mmmm. 

10 S1: But I still think it’s somewhat silly, to write, that a homemade plane could fly to, could 

fly halfway across the planet! Without stopping! [Because it’s not written that he stopped 

[anywhere]. Or, really, nothing is written in the US. 

                                                                               [R/T: Yes! 

11 R/T (to the group): Eh, do you think that’s how he got to the US?  

12 S1: Nooo, [I think it was more like that he came, he smuggled himself onto a real plane, so 

he could fly with soldiers, or something along those lines. 

                  [S3: No… 

Table 4. Focus group dialogue about Figure 3 
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In the discussion in Table 4, S1 shows agency through initiating this dialogue. This is one 

of several instances where students raised questions they had pondered, indicating that the 

content had stirred their curiosity. He elaborates his point to justify why it would not have 

worked (1, numerical references to Table 4). Not only is his contribution self-initiated, it is 

also more extended than many other contributions. S2 adds ‘with books’, as the wings may 

resemble books, building upon S1’s initial idea. Subsequently, he challenges S1’s view: 

‘[…] it would have been easy to come and get him again!’ (3). At this point, the dialogue 

could have developed into disputational talk, with each student trying to win the discussion, 

or the difference in opinion could have been glossed over, leading to cumulative talk. 

Instead, both S3 and I show that we value the contributions by saying ‘Good point!’ (2-3), 

helping the dialogue to proceed. 

All the participants listen to each other, and I repeatedly utter ‘mmm’ or ‘yes’ to 

show that I am listening with interest. The laughter, relaxed atmosphere and overlapping 

comments (indicated as [ in the transcription) underline the participative ethos of all the 

participants, encouraging the student to continue and elaborate. S1 justifies his argument (4) 

and makes a counter-challenge to S2’s contribution, maintaining a very literal interpretation 

of the picture, typical of an early stage of reading development (Appleyard, 1991, pp. 28-

29).  

However, now he is challenged by S4, who sees a metaphor (5). I recognize S4’s 

contribution and invite her to explain what she means (6). The next comment (7) is difficult 

to hear. S4’s hesitant laughter prompts S5 to build upon her contribution: ‘when he’s 

drawing, he’s free’ (8). My response (9) shows that I value this contribution. Nonetheless, 

S1 still struggles to let go of his original idea. He now refers to what is ‘written’ (10), when 

in fact this is his literal interpretation of a picture (the verbal text has no mention of planes). 

Then it strikes him that the verbal text on these spreads do not mention the US. The allusions 

to the US are only visible in the pictures. Subsequently, I challenge the group, but implicitly 

S1, querying: ‘Eh, do you think that’s how he got to the US?’ (11). His answer shows a 

willingness to change his mind (12), indicating identification with the dialogue (Wegerif, 

2011). He recognizes that the protagonist probably travelled to the US by other means and 

offers another, more realistic interpretation.  
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Inviting thoughtful responses was not always successful. Following the dialogue 

above, I invited more reflections on what might have happened by showing the students Sís’ 

illustration of various ways to escape (2007, np) and asking an open question: ‘What do you 

see here?’ When the students failed to relate the illustration to Peter (the author), I explained 

how Peter Sís really came to the US. This was a missed opportunity for a dialogue about the 

events and indicates that I was probing for one specific answer all along. It is also possible 

that my attempts at valuing the students’ contributions through utterances such as ‘Good 

point!’ and ‘Good thinking!’ (2 & 6) were interpreted as evaluative statements by the 

students. Consciously or not, this might have led to a search for ‘correct’ answers, making 

the dialogue fit into the pattern of a dialectic dialogue: thesis – antithesis – synthesis, rather 

than dialogic talk (Wegerif, 2011, p. 184).  

Nonetheless, the dialogue displays all the signs of an educational dialogue indicated 

in the previous section. The group moved from a literal interpretation to a metaphorical 

understanding of the image, co-constructing cultural knowledge. This process requires co-

ordination of ideas, synthesizing the knowledge of the culture and the individual, gained 

through the narrative, to arrive at a metaphorical interpretation. These dialogic forms can lift 

the students’ reasoning to a higher level (Vrikki et al., 2019) and be conducive to 

intercultural learning.  

Elements of intercultural learning such as curiosity and discovery, cultural 

knowledge, listening skills and adaptability (Deardorff, 2006; Spitzberg & Changnon, 2009) 

are intertwined with the italicized features of dialogue in this excerpt. The student’s curiosity 

about the picture prompts the dialogue to proceed through challenges, justifications and 

elaborations, which allows for discovery and creation of cultural knowledge. Furthermore, 

S1’s willingness to change his mind indicates an ability to see other perspectives. The teacher 

can facilitate this process by inviting thoughtful responses and asking open questions which 

require justifications, while resisting the urge to provide answers.  
 

Intercultural Dialogues about the House Picture 

At the end of the project, two focus groups were invited to look at the picture in Figure 2 

again. It is beyond the scope of this article to include these two dialogues in their entirety, 

but the excerpts and discussion below exemplify how a smaller group can facilitate a higher 
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degree of participation and more extended contributions. Table 5 shows that Group A’s 

dialogue was longer than Group B’s (a-b). 
 

 Group A’s dialogue Group B’s dialogue 

a) Duration 6:20 4:15 

b) Number of turns 49 40 

c) Number of times other 

students add to the 

dialogue 

7 3 

d) Longest student-student 

interaction 

7 turns 4 turns 

 

Table 5. The dialogues of two focus groups about the house picture in Figure 2 
 

An analysis of the turn-taking pattern shows that one of the reasons for Group A’s longer 

dialogue is that the discussion was more student-centred (as shown in c-d). Furthermore, it 

contained more dialogic features and more ideas. Nonetheless, students from both groups 

were seen to move from a literal to a metaphorical understanding of the pictures, and the 

dialogue in Table 6 shows how the researcher/teacher’s open question facilitated this 

process:  
 

1 S:     Then, there’s an American and a British flag in the attic. And it’s in colour. 

2 R/T: Yes! Why is it in colour? 

3 S:     All of his drawings are in colours. They have been like, red, his dreams, […] 

so maybe it’s a dream that he wants to go away to the USA or Great Britain. 
 

Table 6. Excerpt from focus group B’s dialogue about the house in Figure 2 
 

In Group A, a student expanded this metaphor by stating that the house is like a body, where 

the attic is one’s head, and that is where one’s dreams are.  

Both groups managed to synthesize information and construct new knowledge about 

how growing up under a totalitarian regime might lead to idealization of other cultures and 

dreams of escape. In this case, knowledge construction took place without explicitly 

challenging one another’s ideas. The salient features contributing to intercultural learning in 

these dialogues are agency, a participative ethos and identification with the dialogue itself 

(Alexander, 2008; Vrikki et al., 2019; Wegerif, 2011).  
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  In Group A, the students offered alternative interpretations and added to each other’s 

points. Their curiosity about Czech culture was shown through their multiple questions about 

the picture. However, rather than waiting for my response, they answered each other’s 

questions. Hence, they showed agency (Alexander, 2008, p. 28) and created knowledge of 

another culture (Byram, 1997, p. 51; Deardorff, 2006, p. 254), such as through their 

discussion of informers and the dream of escaping to the West. As in the ‘bike with wings’ 

dialogue, S1 was willing to change his mind, this time without being explicitly challenged 

but seemingly after having considered the multiple interpretations offered by the group. The 

dialogic space where students ventured ideas appeared to make it safe to reconsider one’s 

initial interpretation and offer a new one, through comparing and evaluating the 

contributions (Vrikki et al., 2019).  

In contrast, the turn-taking pattern of Group B’s dialogue was dominated by 

question-answer sequences, similar to the whole-group discussions in the classroom. It 

contained fewer dialogic features and was less student-centred. Analysing the forms of 

interaction, focusing on the teacher role, might illuminate why. Adopting the traditional role 

of a teacher, I explained and volunteered information, rather than asking the group for their 

opinions. This resulted in missed opportunities for student participation. Hence, posing open 

questions, withholding evaluative statements and allowing students to find the answers 

themselves are ways for the teacher to facilitate intercultural dialogues. On the other hand, 

careful transitions between teacher- and student-centred forms of interaction are important 

to build content knowledge (Vrikki et al., 2019). Despite the second dialogue being less 

student-centred, intercultural learning became manifest as the dialogic features become more 

prevalent. When the students took consecutive turns, built on each other’s ideas, and 

displayed agency, their curiosity about the other culture became visible.  
 

Conclusion 

The first research question asked what features of educational dialogues seem to be 

conducive to language students’ intercultural learning. The analyses of dialogues in this 

paper exemplify how dialogic features are employed in an ELT class. Through invitations 

that provoke thoughtful responses, the students are granted agency to contribute their ideas. 

These ideas, highlighting their curiosity, are extended, justified and constructively 

challenged, illustrating that facing conflicts might mediate intercultural learning. Facing 



CLELEjournal, Volume 7, Issue 2, 2019 
 

  
 
 

 
 

Children’s Literature in English Language Education  ISSN 2195-5212  
clelejournal.org 

55 

55 
 

 

conflicting ideas, the students’ doxa are tested through questioning and justifying, leading 

to episteme. However, a participative ethos and identification with the dialogue are equally 

salient features, resulting in respectful exploration and reconsideration of initial ideas and a 

move from a literal to a metaphorical understanding of the picturebook narrative. This 

process entailed a co-ordination of ideas, which expanded the students’ thinking and led to 

co-construction of cultural knowledge.  

The second research question asked how teachers might facilitate students’ 

intercultural dialogues. In alignment with Delanoy’s conception of dialogue as 

encompassing intercultural communication, I would argue that knowledge of dialogic 

features and how to mediate them is part of a teacher’s intercultural competence. This 

knowledge can help teachers transform conflicting encounters into intercultural learning 

experiences (Hoff, 2019, pp. 106-109). In this study, the students’ curiosity was aroused by 

their reading of a high-quality picturebook from another culture, and the open-ended 

activities facilitated intercultural learning. Furthermore, the small group setting of the focus 

group accommodated more extended contributions than the whole-group discussions of the 

classroom and provided an arena for dialogue. This is visible from measuring not only the 

length of the dialogues and the turn-taking patterns but also, more importantly, the evidence 

of dialogic features. Finally, in the two longest dialogues, the students themselves are the 

ones who drive these dialogues forward. The fact that the students are capable of assuming 

agency suggests that teachers should be careful of giving ‘correct’ answers before asking 

students for their opinions. Careful consideration of teacher- and student-centred forms of 

interaction allows students to contribute and share responsibility for the dialogue. The use 

of open questions is a starting point, but students may need practice seeking answers within 

the group rather than from the teacher.  

Seasoned teachers know that giving up the front seat is not enough to make students 

conduct educational dialogues leading to intercultural learning. Many factors contribute, and 

some, such as the social dynamics of the group and student identity, are left unexplored in 

this article. The role of teaching materials – in this case, the picturebook – appears to play a 

role in prompting the students to talk and move beyond literal interpretations (Yeom, 2019).  

A safe atmosphere, combined with knowledge of dialogic features, can contribute to 

a dialogic space where exploration of conflicting ideas can contribute to intercultural 
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learning. Teachers who grant autonomy to their students signal that students’ ideas are 

worthy of discussion and lead to learning. This can incite students to co-construct knowledge 

about other cultures and make classes more student-centred. Incorporating the dialogic 

features displayed in these intercultural dialogues in ELT may allow students to carry out 

dialogic talk in small groups autonomously. Finally, the study shows the potential of a high-

quality picturebook to foster intercultural learning, when its pictures spark the students to 

move beyond literal interpretations and open up a dialogic space. 
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