
N
ot far from my classroom 
there is a sculpture of a teacher 
and t\vo students engaged in 
dialogue. \\~1at distinguishes 

this exchange as dialogue is that the 
forward lean of one student's body shows 
that she is actively involved in listening. 
The teacher leans toward the student and 
opens her mouth as though she is caught 
in a moment of powetful exchange, but 
the girl's body is poised as if she might be 
the next to speak. A boy leans back from 
the two speakers, but it is clear that he is 
not disinterested. He is thinking about 
what has ah-eady been said. His body 
language reflects interest and personal 
involvement in the discussion. 

The Mentor, by Jane De Decker, 2003. 
University of Mississippi Rose Garden, 
donated by the Ole Miss Women's Council 
for Philanthropy. Photographs by the author. 
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Curiously, this sculpture--meant to 
epitomize learning-bears little resem
blance to what happens in schools. 
Tilere are no desks lined up in rows. The 
atmosphere is relaxed and both teacher 
and students are involved in a dynamic 
conversation as opposed to more usual 
methods of formal instruction. 

Dialogue in the Classroom 
Current recommendations for 

teaching increasingly call for meaning~ 
making and discussion (Walker, 1996). 
However, new teachers are seldom given 
instruction or guidelines for creating an 
environment that nmtures or encourages 
dialogue or discussion that is not 
teacheHentered (Milbrandt, 2002). Most 
art teachers are familiar with questioning 
sh·ategies used to involve students with 
looking at att (Anderson, 1993; Barrett, 
1997; Feldman, 1996; Yenawine, 1998). 
But while rut teachers ru·e concen1ed 
with questioning and getting students to 
think for themselves, studies show that 
despite the fact that many teachers 

. . 
believe students should have opportum~ 
ties for open-ended discussion, in 
practice, this is observed by researchers 
less often than teacherself-repotts 
would indicate (Milbrandt, 2002). 

Historically, teachers consistently 
dominate the talk that takes place in the 
classroom (Amidon, 1971; Flanders, 1970; 
Cazden, 1988). 'l\vo thirds of this talk is by 
the teacher. 'l\vo thirds of that talk is 
directh1st1uction, and two thirds of the 
direct instruction takes the fonn of 
questions that require a predictable 
response (Flanders, 1970). Teacher-talk 
generally takes the form oflnitiation, 
Response, and Evaluation (IRE) or what 
others call IRF (Initiation Response 
Feedback). In either case, the teacher 
h1itiates a question, the student responds, 
and the teacher either evaluates, gives 
feedback, or extends the answer by 
directing attention to related topics or 
opinions (Cazden, 1988). 

Very little of what occurs in a 
classroom can be identified as dialogue. 



Becoming Dialogical: 
Creating a 
Plac for Dialogue 
in Art Education 
BY MARY JANE ZANDER 

Reasons include the fact that most 
teachers are tmtrained in its use 
(Milbrandt, 2002) and the culture of 
teaching and schools is not always 
conducive to mu·eshicted fonns of verbal 
expression (Burbules, 1993). Dialogue is 
not just a matter of asking the light 
questions or understanding a teaching 
strategy but a matter of creating an 
environment in which the teaching 
relationship becomes one of open-ended 
discove1y. 

In 20 years of observing teachers 
and student teachers, I can only attest to 
having seen a handful of classrooms in 
which teachers and shtdents maintained a 
dialogical relationship for any length of 
time. :Most of these were in secondmy or 
advanced classes. Even then, the relation
ships that developed in the classroom 
were not universal. Initially, some 
students were not happy because the 
approach was different; others tlu·ived. 
They repotted, "I've teamed more in the 
class than any other" "He listens! No one 

ever listens to us." "He is the best teacher 
I have ever had" (Zander, 1998). 

Dialogue has been desclibed as the 
epic experience in teaching.______fhe dialogic 
relationship-an expelience that 
transcends teaching and becomes inspira
tional, (Burbules, 1993; Greene, 1988; van 
Manen, 1991) and yet its relative absence 
in schools is tmderstandable. Dialogue is 
a process and a relationship (Burbules, 
1993) that requires time, conunitment and 
mutual respect. Even though respectful 
relationships often exist in schools, more 
often there is not enough time, oppmtu
nity, or willingness on the pmt of both 
teacher and students to develop the open 
and trusting exchange that charactelizes 
hue dialogue. 

So, what detennines a dialogical 
relationship? How is it established and, 
more impmtantly, how might it benefit the 
teaching of art education? There are many 
who question whether a dialogical 
relationship is possible in schools 
(Burbules, 1993). Even advocates admit 

that creating a 'Place for dialogue and 
maintaining the objectivity that it requires 
is difficult (Gallas, 1994). The dialogical 
relationship involves not just teaching 
stl·ategies but a personal philosophy 
towards teaching that values relation
ships and the commitment of time to 
developing an environment in which 
these relationships can be established. 
Given the tin1e constlictions in the normal 
classroom, this is vety difficult, even 
though so many of the characteristics of 
dialogue are the vety reasons given for 
why we teach mt. For example, most mt 
teachers would say that we want shrdents 
to develop creatively, with deeper lillder
stmulings while becoming competent in 
problem solving as they open their minds 
to new ideas and different points of view. 
All of these charactelistics, while not 
unique to dialogue, are more likely to be 
attained through teaching sh·ategies that 
require active student involvement rather 
than through more didactic forms of 
teaching. 
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What Determines a 
Dialogical Relationship? 

One way to desclibe a clialogical 
relationship is to begin by describing 
what it is not. Tannen (1998) says that 
Amelica is an "argument culture" in that 
most of our public fonuns present issues 
as having sides. For example, when a 
complicated issue is reported in either 
the published or electronic media, it is 
usually presented in tenus of one or 
more opposing points ofv:ietv. The 
problem is that a two-sided presentation 
overly simplifies issues, creates 
dissention, and implies that there may 
be a 1ight or wrong point of view 
(Tannen, 1998). Participants tend to 
become polmized or silenced as complex 
issues are reduced to shmt sound bites 
or ignored altogether. The assmnption 
is that one side is 1ight and the other 
wrong. An in-depth understanding of 
issues is essentially reduced to sides 
(Tannen, 1998). 

Neither is dialogue discussion. 
A common scenario has the teacher 
asking questions to lead students to a 
pruticnlar point of view. As opposed to 
dialogue, teacher-led discussion can be 
one-sided and thus limit students to 
conhibutions, as opposed to encouraging 
partnerships tlu·ough discovery. 

While most art teachers say that 
they are happy to have students discuss 
important issues, they also complain 
that a lack of time, parental concems, 
competing cuniculum, and a lack of 
personal knowledge inhibit their ability 
to do so (Milbrandt, 2002). The radty of 
dialogue in the classroom is also due to 
the fact that the role of teacher and 
student are nne qual (Burbules, 1993). 
Most teachers find that maintaining the 
kind of imprutiality that is required for 
dialogue is not only unusual teacher 
behavior, but is also tmcomfmtable and 
involves se1ious decisions about when to 
pruticipate and when to step back (Gallas, 
1994, 1995). 
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(London) ... also says that 
teachers should consciously 
make a shift in how they 
approach language. They 
should learn to speak from 
their heart and with a 
non-judgmental point of 
view. Teachers should also 
aim to share ideas rather 
than impose their own 
thinking on students. 

Burbu1es ( 1993) w1ites that dialogue 
is a non-teleological and open-ended 
process in which the teacher acts as 
participant and facilitator of new and 
different understandings, rather than as a 
guide or leade~: Tmmen (1998) descdbes 
dialogue as a ~~conversational involve
ment" that is a shared aclmowledgment of 
respect, conce1n, tmst, affection, appreci
ation, and hope. For teachers, it requires 
not only a personal commitment to the 
highest order of personal relationships 
but also the establishment of a delicate 
balance between caring and the authority 
inherent in being a teacher. 

Some educators question whether 
teachers can tiuly manage a dialogical 
relationship with sh1dents because of that 
inequality. However, Burbules (1993) 
insists ~'making such personal qualities as 
tolerance

1 
patience, or the willingness and 

ability to listen into primary educational 
objectives has enonnous implications for 
the organization of the classroom, our 
assumptions about cuniculum and 
instruction, and the relation between 
school and home" (pp. 45-46). Deference 
is not a common trait in most teachers, 
but perhaps it should become more 
familiar. 

Art is one discipline in which 
teachers might well recognize the benefits 
of a dialogical relationship. Altist, rut 
therapist, and mt educatm~ Peter London 
(1989) says that we should engage 
sh1dents in, <~A dialogue that creates 
deeper levels of understanding, empathy 
and mutual enlightenment," (p. 62) and 
wanlS that when teachers are critical as 
opposed to helping students reflect, they 
1un the lisk of inflicting emotional 
damage (London, p. 63). One only needs 
to talk to a few people who define 
themselves as non-mtists to recognize the 
se1ious consequences of judgmental 
review. 

London says that in lieu of cliticism, 
A more forceful exchm1ge between 
artist and viewer is the clarifying 
inquiry. h1 this mode the vie\ver 
takes a more active role in guiding 
the exchange. Not judging or 
opining but mirrming, testing, 
challenging the mtist's asse1tions in 
order to accelerate the process of 
acquainting the conscious mind 
with the wisdom of the uncon
scious matetial as expressed in 
images. (London,p. 69) 

• This is the same impmtiality that 
charactelizes dialogue. Another viewer, 
\Vho cm1 offer a different perspective or 
point of view, is beneficial to the att 
maker. However, miists put themselves at 
great tisk by revealing their true feelings, 
and great cru·e must be taken to protect 
them in their opem1ess. London suggests 
that teachers "bear witness" (p. 85) for 
their students rather than offer criticism. 
He also says that teachers should 
consciously make a shift in how they 
approach language. They should leam to 
speak from their hemt and with a non
judgmental point of view. Teachers should 
also aim to share ideas rather than impose 
their mvn thinking on students. 

This shift in language from winning 
to shaling-perhaps done atnrst 
mechanically 01~ we might say in 
this instance, titualistically
eventually sets in motion a cone
sponding shift in consciousness. 
This in tm11 invites deeper, more 
authentic eA·-pression. And that is 
what we desire. (London, p. 85) 



In a typical classroom, the teacher initiates a question, students respond, and the teacher evaluates or gives feedback to their answers. 

:Many topics relevant to student life are 
conh·oversial, and teachers do not always 
lmow how to address them. As teachers, 
·we should responsibly question \vhether 
we have the Jmowledge, training, or even 
the right to influence students in these 
issues or beliefs. However, if we concep
tualize teaching as needing to rneet not 
only the academic but also the societal 
and eve1yday needs of students, then 
there exists a certain obligation to 
address issues and themes relevant to 
students' lives. 

One mt teacher who created 
oppmtunities for dialogue in his 
classroom told me, "I've tried to teach 
others how to teach as I do, but I can't 
because they don't really believe that the 
purpose of education is to teach people to 
become more human" (Zande1; 1998). In 
his opinion, most teachers view education 
as something to be imposed on sh1dents. 
He felt that a better approach would be to 
encourage sh1dents to develop their own 
opinions and understandings tlu·ough 
research and problem solving. Perhaps 
the larger question is: How can we 
presume to teach students if we do not 
hold them responsible for becoming 
active patticipants in constmcting their 

own understandings, and how can \Ve be 
responsive teachers if we are not "\villing 
to become leamers ourselves? This 
question doesn't suggest that teachers 
abdicate conh"Dl, but that they create an 
environment in which there are rules, the 
allocation of time, and the social sh11ctures 
to suppmt dialogue. 

Establishing Space for 
Dialogue in the Classroom 

Conununication built on care, trust, 
opetmess and egalitmianism does not 
come without the inveshnent of time. 
It also does not come without risk or 
negotiation. Wittgenstein (1958) and 
Gadamer (1982) desclibe the dynamics 
of dialogue as a game; one that does not 
have wilming or losing as an end, but a 
variety of moves which are guided by 
what went before and what comes after. 
Abstractions like tmst, respect, and 
opem1ess come not from a single act but 
from a selies of actions that are COilSiS

tent in their message or intent. An 
environment that suppmis the possibility 
for dialogue comes from a vmiety of 
factors which consistently work together 
to communicate a message of safety and 
tmstworthiness. 

Driven by assessment, leaming 
goals, and the requirement to teach a 
certain amount of infonnation within a 
specific time pat·iod, the standard 
cuniculum leaves little room for creating 
dialogical relationships. Of what value is 
any cuniculum that emphasizes the 
subject matter but not the person doing 
the learning? The challenge becomes: 
How does one create an enviromnent in 
the mt classroom that is fliendly to 
student opinion and welcomes self
e:x.'})ression while maintaining educational 
purpose? Too often a lack of structure 
feeds the "do your own thint' or "mt can 
be anything" mentality because teachers 
don't know how to set up expetiences 
which are open-ended or classrooms that 
are open to student opil1ion. Teachers are 
often afraid that if they encourage 
discussion, shidents will get out of 
control or will use this as an oppmtunity 
to ramble meaninglessly (.Milbrandt, 2002; 
Bmbules, 1993). 
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In any conversation, 
participants should be taught 
to use "I" messages when 
talking about their beliefs 
and to avoid generalizations 
such as "everybody knows" 
or "you ought to." 

A vety real danger of dialogue is that 
students will use it as an opportunity to 
waste time and get off-track. It is also 
possible that wrong answers may 
reinforce inconect thinking and enor. 
Howevet~ the purpose of dialogue is not to 
come to conclusions but to get to know 
different points of view and to examine 
possibilities. Classroom teacher and 
researcher Karen Gallas sets aside a 
specific amount oftitne in her kinder
gmten and flrst grade classrooms that she 
calls 1'science time." Dming "science 
time," students speculate on ideas about 
science and come up with hypothetical 
answers for scientific problems. Gallas 
finds that this is particularly successful 
plior to begitming a unit of sh1dy. It 
enables her to listen to students' under
standings and design leaming eAl)eli
ences that require students to examine 
inaccurate perceptions and build on 
previous understandings. In this 
class mom, dialogue helps to clarify what 
has already been leamed and what still 
needs to be addressed. Rather than have 
a number of isolated expeliences that 
"cover11 the information to be taught, 
dialogue helps students to focus on 
impOiiant questions and think about what 
they already know. It also helps teachers 
understand the logic of children rather 
than automatically making the assump
tion that students are "blank slates" 
waiting for advice (Gallas, 1994). 

Questions worthy of dialogue are 
those that relate to student expeliences 
and personal knowledge. In dialogue, the 
role of the teacher is to provide students 
-.,vith the kinds of.questions that clesetve 
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inquiry, yet are not so hard as to be incont
prehensible to the student, while being 
meaningful and open-ended enough to 
merit rich discussion. London (1989) 
explains that the kind of questioning that 
is likely to invite the depth of thinking that 
can become dialogical is the "creative 
encom1ter" (p. 87). Qualities of "creative 
encountersu include that they should be 
challenging, engaging, inward-seeking, 
and involve a variety of solutions. They 
should also be universal to hwnan 
expe1ience, pertinent to the problem 
solvet; and invite cmiosity and miginality 
(London, 1989). 

Gallas (1995) says thatin teaching 
science, the kinds of questions that 
engage her kindergminers, are those that 
children natmally wonder about. "How do 
people age? How does the brain work? 
How is blood made?" (p. 70). The kinds of 
questions that children wonder about in 
mt are likely to be very different. They 
might be questions like, 1'How do ruiists 
get ideas? \\~mt do mtists do? Why did 
they use a pmiicular style or material?" 
Teny Banett (1997) encourages dialogue 
in the rut classroom by asking children 
open-ended questions such as, "What do 
you see?" "What is the artwork about?" 
and, "How do you know?" Other questions 
might include, ~'How does mt express 
meaning?" or "How does mt relate to my 
own interests?" 

Teachers can develop guidelines so 
that all students feel comfottable in 
making thoughtful contlibutions and 
having various opinions. Children can 
also be taught to listen to one another. 
Some students are reluctant to participate 
and may need more time and encourage
ment while others rnay dominate the 
conversation. In either case, each student 
needs to leam how to manage his or her 
own pruiicipation and behavior as a basic 
life skill. 

Rules or guidelines that can be 
taught are those that guide student 
responses to opinions different from their 
own. These 1ules have to do with demon
strating comiesy and mutual respect 
rather than defending one's own opinion. 
They include behaviors that respect 
eve1yone's 1ight to expression, and the 
avoidance of talk that is. derogatmy or 

defamatoty. This includes talk that 
implies the correctness or superimity of 
one point of view over anothe1: Even 
though pmticipm1ts might feel passionate 
about an issue, it is impmtant that they 
learn when to back away from the discus
sion, pmticularly if they are beginning to 
feel out of controL 

It helps if students are involved in the 
making ofthese rules. By modeling how 
to negotiate different ideas, a teacher 
shows students how to respect differ
ences of opinion and perspective. In any 
conversation, pmticipants should be 
taught to use "1" messages when talking 
about their beliefs and to avoid general
izations such as "eve1ybody lmows" or 
"you ought to." It should be made clear 
that dialogue is not about winning or 
making a point but about listening, 
shming, and explming different points of 
'1ew. Students should leam that the 
purpose of dialogue is to gain new under
standings and to practice respectful 
listening rather than argument. 

Skills that students need to 
develop in this process include clmifying 
ideas that have already been presented, 
and praoticing listening skills that require 
analysis and understanding of what has 
ait·eady been said. Sh1dents also need 
practice to develop their own confidence 
and skills in doing research so that they 
can expand and extend the cUscussion 
through related ideas and issues. As 
teachers prepme students to live in a 
world with increasing diversity, we 
cannot afford to simply "cover" the 
subject matter. We should also be 
teaching students to communicate in 
ways that require them to listen to one 
another and engage in meaningful 
dialogue, without resmiing to argument 
or debate. This is a tall order for teachers 
of mi, and I am notsm·e that it is possible 
in every classroom, but it most ce1tainly 
should not be entirely absent. 

jllfary Jane Zander is an assistant 
professor at the University of 
Mississippi, O.rj'ord. 
E-ma,il: mzander@olmniss.edu 
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