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Abstract

This article presents an action research study into how trainee music teachers in England use a structured discussion process called “Collegial Consultation” to learn about teaching. The research shows that, in Collegial Consultation, trainees learn from each other by offering several solutions to a problem, offering reasons for their ideas, trying to understand other people’s ideas, signalling agreements with each other, disagreeing, and building on each others’ ideas. The article argues that the structure of Collegial Consultation promotes an ethos of equality that supports high quality educational discussion, allowing trainee teachers to reflect together about teaching music within the Secondary classroom.
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Conversation as a means of learning
For a long time I have understood that the trainee teachers I teach, learn from each other, often better than they learn from me. Therefore I have often tried to instigate whole-group discussions but these have rarely been helpful; they tend to be stilted and uncomfortable and few trainees contribute, unless specifically asked to do so. I therefore wanted to explore how I could encourage them to learn from each other in formal, seminar discussions. I have sometimes been involved in high-quality, educational discussions which have impassioned me and stimulated me to think, and I wanted this for my trainees. 

Engaging trainees in talk about teaching is not necessarily educational; one student teacher expressed this, thus:

[in formal conversations] I’ll be asking about things like workload or what a good class is like… and I’ll think “I sound like such a geek” … But if I’m out with a friend and we’re talking about teaching, we just bitch about it (Cook-Sather, 2001: 27).

Discussions around “what a good class is like” might be educational because ; “just bitching” probably isn’t, and there is a growing literature around what makes talk educationally more, or less, productive, in the sense of generating learning for participants. Mercer (1995; 2000) characterised types of classroom talk as “exploratory”, “cumulative” and “disputational”, describing these types of talk as distinctive social modes of thinking, distinguishable by their differing linguistic structures, psychological intent and cultural functions (Mercer, 1995, 104). Exploratory talk is educationally useful because, “It typifies language which embodies certain principles – of accountability, of clarity, of constructive criticism and receptiveness to well-argued proposals – which are valued highly in many societies” Mercer (1995, p. 106). Cumulative talk, “in which speakers build on each other’s contributions, add information of their own and in a mutually supportive, uncritical way construct shared knowledge and understanding” (Mercer, 2000: 31), is useful for establishing common ground and bonding people (“just bitching”?) but is educationally less worthwhile; it is characterised by repetitions, confirmations and elaborations (Mercer, 1995: 104). Disputational talk is “characterised by disagreement and individualised decision making” (Wegerif, Mercer, & Dawes 1998, p. 201), in which the speakers treat each other as threats to their individual interests and work to, “keep their identities separate, and to protect their individuality” (Mercer, 2000, p. 173). In it, people adopt entrenched positions and close their minds to alternative views.

Other typologies of talk include Cavazos et al. (2001) who, in a self-study of conversations between a group of women science teachers, distinguished between talk (“anecdotal stories and snippets shared by teachers in informal contexts for the purposes of sharing frustration, joy and information”), narrative (“a story a teacher tells that integrates intuition, practical experience, reading and knowledge”), conversation (“a highly active and engaged form of talk where participants learn through and from the talk by sharing opinions, ideas and references”) and dialogue (“a conversation directed towards discovery and new understanding, where the participants question, analyze, and critique the topic or experience”) (Cavazos et al., 2001, 157-162). These types imply a continuum, from “anecdotal stories and snippets” to “question, analyze, and critique”: the descriptions of “talk” and “narrative” appear similar to Mercer’s conception of cumulative talk, whilst “conversation” and “dialogue” explicitly include learning and new understanding, and might have something in common with Mercer’s conception of exploratory talk. Cavazos et al. (2001) discussed the absence of confrontation in their discussions:

Our commonly shared understanding of confrontation implies opposition in a hostile manner … focusing our attention on developing skills in collective problem solving and continuous inquiry may be a more natural path to deeper thinking and professional growth than introducing confrontation (p. 168).

Conflict and resistance in teachers’ conversation groups were studied by Zellermayer (2001) who saw them as helpful in stimulating learning. A structural analysis of conversations between (female and male) veteran teachers revealed that educationally worthwhile conversations typically consisted of three parts: (1) a teacher risked sharing an account of a teaching experience, exposing problems and difficulties (2) one or more teachers challenged this account in some way (3) teachers decontextualised the account and generalized about it. This process led to a “reframing” of the matter under discussion (Zellermayer, 2001, 45).


Gruenhagen (2009) found no previous studies of teachers’ conversation groups in music education. Her study of a music teachers’ inquiry group described its development from the early stages (“although many of the teachers routinely told stories from practice … they didn’t necessarily talk about their music teaching practice. They told stories about places, contexts, children, classroom teachers, aides and parents”) to its later development (“over time, conversations became more focused and deeply reflective. The teachers began to take more risks by telling personal stories from practice about both triumphs and disappointments”) (pp. 135-7). The participating teachers reported being challenged by the group and encouraged to voice their views, and to evaluate what they were doing and why. The multiple perspectives of other group members helped them to solve problems related to teaching and learning, and teachers were prompted to change their practice as a consequence of listening to others. 

A meta-analysis by Clark (2001) found that, when teachers engaged in conversation groups, their learning included articulating their implicit theories, seeing the world through the eyes of others, developing a sense of personal and professional authority, reaffirming ideals and commitments and developing specific solutions to problems (p. 173). According to Clark, “Good conversations … deal with worthwhile content; resist narrow definition; are voluntary; flourish on common ground, in an atmosphere of safety, trust and care; [and] develop over time, drawing on a shared history and anticipating a shared future” (p. 176). He suggested ground rules for good conversations, including, “no unsolicited advice giving … Allow the speaker to explore and describe the situation without rushing into a problem-solving mode” (p. 179). 


Taken together, this literature confirms that teachers and student teacher can learn through talking together. My research question was, “How can I encourage educational talk among the trainee music teachers I teach?”  
Methods
I adopted an action research approach to the question. Action research is undertaken by practitioners into their own practice, in order to improve it; it is sometimes referred to as “practitioner research” (McNiff with Whitehead, 2002). It is prompted by questions such as, “how can I improve what I am doing?” (Whitehead, 1999). Practitioners, including teachers, answer such questions by systematically investigating their own practice, planning and implementing interventions and evaluating the intended and unintended consequences of these interventions, interrogating data in order to ground their evaluations in evidence. They reflect on each stage in order to generate new plans, thus starting the process again. This process is often described as a cycle, involving planning, acting, observing and reflecting (e.g. Zeichner & Noffke, 2001) although I prefer the term “evaluate” to “observe”, which, in music, does not adequately describe the essential element of listening (Cain, 2008). Some models of action research also include a “reconnaissance” phase, which involves an investigation into the situation that is to be improved (Lewin, 1946; Elliott, 1991). Action research is usually seen as collaborative – research with people, rather than on them (Heron and Reason, 2001) and it can help form communities of inquiry. Reflection, which is central to action research, usually includes reflexivity, understood as “the process of reflecting critically on the self as researcher” (Guba and Lincoln 2005, 210) and a consideration of the researcher’s values because, in action research, the researchers are always part of the phenomenon under study (Cochran-Smith, M., and S. Lytle, 1993). Action research generates practical changes and it also generates knowledge which can inform the work of practitioners in contexts similar to those researched (Cain, 2010). I hope that the research reported here might inform teacher educators and others who, for educational purposes, engage students in discussions.
The research was carried out over a period of five years, with cohorts of trainee teachers on a Secondary (11-18) Post-Graduate Certificate in Education (PGCE) course. This course was 36 weeks long, of which 60 days were spent in a university and 120 days were spent teaching, in a school music department, on two school placements: one school in the period October-December, and another school in the period January-May. The PGCE groups ranged in size from 15 (2009-10) to 19 (2008-09). In each year, the trainees worked together for most of the university days so they knew each other well, and generally felt comfortable with each other. Approximately halfway through each placement, they had a “university return day”; the research took place on these days. 
Reconnaissance
In 2005-06 I started to investigate how I carried out discussions in seminars with my trainee teachers. With their permission, I recorded and transcribed some seminar discussions. Analysis of these transcripts revealed that I tended to dominate discussions, speaking far more than any other person. I controlled the discussions by deciding who would speak when, and I responded to trainees by giving information, advice or opinions. When questioning them, I usually had some possible answers in my head; the trainees might have legitimately interpreted these questions as having an assessing function. The usual structure of the discussions could be described as a rondo (me, Trainee A, me, Trainee B, me, Trainee C, etc.) Unless specifically asked to do so, around half the trainees did not contribute to the discussion, so I did not know what they thought.

Intervention
In 2006 I was introduced to a structured approach to discussion, called Collegial Consultation (henceforth, CC). This has its roots in psychotherapy; it is a procedure in which, 

… a therapist invites a colleague (another clinician) into a session to direct a dialogue between therapist and client about their work together … a) to identify if treatment is meeting the client’s needs, b) to assess what about treatment has been helpful to the client and c) to elicit and explore suggestions from the client and/or therapist about how treatment could be improved. (Bischoff & McKeel, 1993; see also Seidel, 1998.)

The last of these purposes has the most relevance to teacher education because I envisaged that, with appropriate adaptations, CC might provide a tool for student teachers to elicit and explore suggestions about how their teaching on placement can be improved. The process starts when each member of the class writes down a problem they face, and the class democratically chooses one problem for discussion. Thereafter the discussion moves through several, timed stages. (During the period of the research I experimented with different timings; the ones given here appeared to work well for groups of 15-19 people.) The person who raised this problem (“the owner of the problem”) describes the problem in as much detail as possible, without interruption (the description stage – 3 minutes). Each person in the class asks one question, to which the owner responds (the Q&A stage – as long as it takes). Then, as the owner listens, writing notes as appropriate, the class discusses the problem (the discussion stage – 10 minutes). Finally, class members write down a message to the owner of the problem (3 minutes), who responds to the messages (as long as it takes). The facilitator’s role, which I undertook, is to manage the selection of the problem and the transition between stages, but not to contribute to the discussion per se.
In 2006-07 I used CC twice on each return day, once with the whole class and once when the class split into smaller groups of seven or eight trainees. On both occasions CC seemed effective; the trainees were highly focused on solving the problem and their talk seemed educational. However, trainees reported some uncomfortable silences, and fewer shared ideas during the small group discussions, so I subsequently abandoned them. At this stage, I felt that CC “worked” but was unsure of my ground; I wondered whether, no longer holding responsibility for leading the conversation, I simply enjoyed it more. To examine CC in detail, I obtained my classes’ permission to record and transcribe six instances of their CC discussions between November, 2007 and March, 2010. Because the focus of my research was the content of the talk, I did not transcribe utterances such as “uh” and “um”; rather, I deleted everything from the text that did not convey meaning, including occasional repetitions of words or phrases. I entered the transcripts into Atlas.ti, and coded each utterance as to its content (i.e. the subject matter referred to) and its function (e.g. “ask question” or “offer advice”). Comparing different utterances with the same codes enabled me to find patterns in the talk, and to pick out recurring features. In 2007-08 and 2009-10 I gave the trainees copies of the transcripts and asked them what they had learned from the process. When preparing this report for publication, I changed their names, for ethical reasons.

Findings
Close examination of each transcript revealed six features of the discussions, which related to the features of educational talk, noted in the literature: the trainees, a) offered several solutions to the problem, b) offered reasons for their ideas, c) tried to understand other people’s ideas, d) signalled agreements with each other, e) disagreed with, or challenged each other and f) built on each others’ ideas. These features appeared in the discussions with a frequency shown in Table 1; each is discussed, below.

Insert table 1 about here.

a) Trainees offered several solutions to the problem
Unsurprisingly, since this is its stated purpose, trainees used CC to offer solutions to the problem under discussion. For example, in March 2008, the group chose to discuss peer assessment of performing; how a trainee teacher could ensure that a class listened attentively and responded critically whilst each pupil in turn performed music they had spent several lessons learning. Antony, the owner of the problem, described it as follows:

Antony: I have to do a lesson where everyone’s [peer-] assessed. It’s not a situation where I can go round and see one group at a time. So everyone’s going to be sat there. What I’ve tended to do in the past is the usual thing of, [hands up] who can think of something which is really good about the performance, [and] something which can be improved. But, if you’ve got 30 children in the lesson, once you get before half way, most people are not listening any more […] so I find it very difficult to keep them motivated. And tomorrow I’ve got to do an assessment and everybody’s playing the same tune. It’s just a melody; it’s not going to be that interesting. 

During the Q&A session that followed, Simon suggested a means to involve the listeners actively:

Simon: Have you tried, instead of “hands up”, “put your finger on your nose if you think it’s something” or “put your finger on your ear if it’s something else”? It’s a good way of getting everybody involved. 

Antony: I haven’t actually, but that’s a good idea. 

This idea was reiterated and developed during the discussion stage, which continued as follows:
Ralph: I really like Simon’s idea of doing things like that (demonstrates putting his finger on his nose) but I wonder if they might get bored of doing the same thing. So maybe it’s a case of doing four performances and saying, “right, for the next four let’s do something different”. So keep the tasks really novel […]

Simon: Moving on from that […] you could make a recording of one person while everyone else was still working with headphones […] then [during] the next lesson you could have each group or individual listen back to the recordings. That could be quite effective if you’ve got the equipment to do that.

Ellie: I think that the pupils need to understand why it is important […] if you implement peer assessment into the lesson, with clear, focused tasks, not necessarily the same tasks for all of them, they will understand that they’re getting something out of listening to other people’s performances. They need to understand that it’s important to peer-assess […]

Alfie: It depends on the class how well that works, though. I’ve tried that; with some classes it works fine. But even when you articulate how important it is to listen, they still don’t care.

Ralph: I guess it’s about knowing your learners.

Alfie: By the second half of the group they’re not doing anything at all, so it depends.

Ellie: I think something like that takes a long time to implement.

Simon: But going along with that, you’ve got to get them to respect the performer who’s playing. Because a lot of kids […] don’t perform in front of others, it’s hard for them to do. 

Nikki: I think pace is the main thing, whipping around quickly. And also as you said, the students are being assessed for their ability to show respect to the performer. Perhaps names could be put on the board if you hear anyone speaking during a performance. Sanctions, and rewards for those that aren’t on the board. 

Ralph: I wonder […] could you assess the class on their skills as an audience? Quite difficult to implement if you’ve got a class of thirty, and you’ve got two people playing and you’ve got to assess those two. You could also assess them on other criteria when they’re listening, to see how much they’ve been listening. Then they’ve actually got to listen. 

Ellie: What’s wrong with a written task? Because that way, they have to do it; [you can set] questions that they have to answer. So they have to maintain their focus. […]

Hayley: Because you assess their answers? 

Ellie: Yes.

Hayley: In this way, they know that they can’t just write blah blah [rubbish]

Ellie: Or not write. Yes. 
In this extract, suggested solutions to Antony’s problem included asking pupils to put their fingers on their noses (and other actions) to signal hearing particular aspects of the music; recording individuals whilst others work with headphones; teaching pupils why it is important to peer-assess; teaching them to respect to the performer; having a fast pace; applying sanctions for speaking during a performance; and assessing listening skills by means of a written task. All these solutions were suggested within a three-minute period because the trainees were highly focused on offering solutions. The only loss of focus, in any of the Collegial Consultations, occurred when the nature of the problem was interpreted slightly differently by different trainees – for example, in this extract, teaching pupils the value of respect can be seen as slightly tangential to Antony’s stated problem.
b) Trainees offered reasons for their ideas
Mercer (1995) sees the offering of reasons as a characteristic of exploratory talk. Indeed, forming connections between ideas, as occurs when reasons are given (if this, then that) is essential to thinking. This linking of ideas occurs in the above extract. For example, Antony suggests that, “if you’ve got 30 children in the lesson, [then] most people are not listening any more so I find it very difficult to keep them motivated”, linking the motivation problem with the perceived reasons for the problem. Reasons were not always given; in the above extract, Nikki’s statement, “pace is the main thing” and her suggestions of using sanctions and rewards, were not supported by reasons. However, it was often the case that, when opinions were presented without reasons they were often ignored in the subsequent discussion. At other times, the trainee teachers seemed to exert a pressure on each other, to explain their statements. For example, in March 2009, the group discussed a problem of motivating disengaged students:

Jade: I found a similar problem […] when I was going round the groups, they’d just say, “I’m not doing music next year. I don’t like performing in front of people, I don’t want to do it.” And a couple actually didn’t turn up on the final lesson because they didn’t want to perform it. But the rest of them, the boys enjoyed it […] they actually got up and performed.

Katie: How did you get them to do it?

Jade: It wasn’t me, it was the teacher. I think she said to them it was what they had to do, and they would then be assessed on it, and it was kind of, do it or get a “fail” and get a detention.

Beth: I think having that motivation can be really important, especially when they get to Year 9. Hormones are going crazy […] a lot of them know, “I’m not going to do music next year, why should I bother?”
Scott: There needs to be an incentive there, somewhere.

Beth: There needs to be that incentive.

Jade: She did give them a reward, I’m sorry […] She gives sweets out.  

Scott: because a lot of them really don’t want to perform.

Beth: […] they need to be told, “it’s not an option. You’ve got to perform and actually, you’re going to look a bit of a prat [idiot] if you stand up in front of the class and you haven’t got anything”.

Scott: If you say “you’ve got to perform”, that makes the situation pressured. It’s a case, I imagine, of making the atmosphere more relaxed. 

Linda: So it’s a safe environment.
In this extract, it seems that, in order to present their views persuasively, individuals gave reasons for their statements. Thus, although the discussion started as a simple narrative (many students don’t like performing, although some do) the group explored possible reasons for the students’ behaviour (they are in the final year of compulsory music, and don’t like performing) and the reasons why they might be persuaded to perform (rewards, compulsion, or a relaxed environment).
c) Trainees tried to understand other people’s ideas
In the transcripts, I found no clear instances of trainees misunderstanding each other. However, half the transcripts included instances of trainees explicitly seeking clarification. In March 2008, the exchange between Hayley and Ellie (“because you assess their appraisals?”) showed Hayley explicitly trying to understand Ellie’s meaning. Similarly, in November 2007, the group discussed a problem of explaining complicated instructions clearly:

Jenny: I started off planning, word by word, how I was going to explain something […] I would actually think about every word I was going to say and that would help me because I’d got it clear in my head, so they should be clear about it.

Ralph: Like a speech?

Jenny: Yeah, like a speech.

These, and other instances, suggest that trainees had a strong commitment to understanding each other.

d) Trainees signalled agreements with each other
All transcripts included the word, “yeah,” by which people signal agreement, although it was not always clear what was being agreed to. The figures in Table 1 relate to longer utterances such as the following, extracted from various points in the November, 2008 CC:

Katie: I like Jack’s idea.

Jo: Yeah, that’s exactly what I’ve done.

Scott: I do that a lot, yeah.
Carla: Let’s all write that (previous idea) down.
Jack: Yeah, absolutely. Definitely.

Scott: It works well. It works beautifully.

Clearly, such utterances have the effect of affirming previous speakers and building safety, trust and care (Clark, 2001) but I think they often signal a recognition of common ground between two or more speakers.

e) Trainees disagreed with, or challenged each other
Disagreements occurred in each instance of Collaborative Consultation. In March 2008 (above), when Ellie said “the pupils need to understand why it is important . . . to peer-assess” Alfie disagreed, saying “it depends on the class”. Ralph’s comment, “it’s about knowing your learners” attempted to resolve the problem, suggesting that some learners (but not all) were capable of understanding the importance of peer assessment. Nevertheless Alfie still demurred, citing his own experience. A second attempt to resolve the disagreement occurred when Ellie stated, “it takes a long time to implement.” In this instance, the pattern of conversation followed that identified in Zellermayer (2001): following Alfie’s challenge, both Ralph and Ellie made generalized statements about the matter under discussion. However, this pattern was not always followed. In March 2009 (above) the disagreement between Beth (“You’ve got to perform” and Scott (“that makes the situation pressured”) was resolved differently. After Linda had said, “So it’s a safe environment” Beth suggested a compromise, saying: 

Beth: I wonder whether, seeing that there is a recording studio at the school, rather than getting up and performing in front of people, which is very scary, […] they actually record their song, so the class are played the recording. It removes that pressure, of them having to do it in front of the class.

By re-configuring her own point of view, Beth effectively resolved the disagreement. 

In March 2010, the group discussed Al’s problem, that he felt he was cloning himself on the teachers at his school, who used independent learning in a way he was uncomfortable with. At the beginning of the discussion stage, the trainees mostly expressed empathy with Al, and rationalized reasons for his problem. The disagreement, when it came, was unusually direct:
Cathie: I think it’s easy to mould into the school’s way of teaching … it’s not your school, it’s not your class, it’s not your job, so you go with the flow of what that school’s doing, what that teacher’s doing. And you end up adapting their style. And I’m the same. 

Sam: I agree. I think it will be different, once we’ve got our own jobs. It’s hard. We’re all training and we’re in someone else’s department and someone else’s class.

Cathie: Exactly […]

Rebecca: I don’t agree.

Clare: Yeah, same here.

Rebecca: I think, at the end of the day the schools know that we’re coming here to train, and we have to try out our own way of doing things. Yeah, we have to fit in with their schemes of work and their behaviour policy and things like that, but the whole point of training is that you’re finding out your own way; you’re finding out who you are. At the end of the day, if you’re trying to be someone else, you’re not being you […] I’m finding that I’ve forgotten who I am, now […] I’m turning into something that I wasn’t, and it’s not good.

Tanya: In Al’s place […] the whole independent learning thing could be quite good.

In this instance, instead of resolving the disagreement by generalising, Tanya brought the talk back to the actual details of the specific case under discussion (Al’s, not Rebecca’s). These and similar exchanges suggest that in CC, disagreements do not necessarily result in “disputational talk” (Mercer, 1995). Often, a stated disagreement opens up a dialectical space: when a “thesis” is answered with an “antithesis” the group is challenged to find a “synthesis” which can involve broadening the focus of the conversation as Zellermayer (2001) demonstrated, or narrowing it down to the details of the particular problem under discussion. 
f) Trainees built on each others’ ideas
Often, after a solution had been suggested by one trainee, one or more other trainees commented on it, sometimes developing it by relating it to their own experience. In the following (November 2009) extract, the problem under discussion, raised by Tamsin, was behaviour management. Shortly after the discussion began, the trainees started to discuss rewards, rather than sanctions:

Tanya: [The students] are probably completely disaffected by the whole behaviour management system. For most of their lives, they’ve probably been punished for one thing or another. So they don’t actually care. This is their life. So perhaps the use of sanctions […] is not as effective as things that will happen if you’re good.

Lee: Yeah, I think reward is the best way […]

Rachael: I think having positive rewards, really bringing out the positives. Lots of praise, because there seems to be a fairly major lack of self-esteem in a lot of kids […] If you give lots of praise, they haven’t got that need any more to always be “me, me, me.” 

Maggie: Another way possibly is to try and get on their wavelength, see what does interest them musically, at the moment. What do they listen to? And somehow try and relate that to what you’re trying to teach them. 

Rebecca: […] surely it’s worth doing something they want. Don’t make them learn about violins when really they don’t care and they’re not going to learn anything from it.

The matter of reward, raised by Tanya and agreed by Lee, was developed first as praise, then as choosing music that appeals to the students. This extract exemplifies a common thread, throughout the CC transcripts: trainees picked up, and developed, each other’s ideas.

Trainees’ perspectives
On two occasions, I gave transcripts of the discussion to the class, and discussed these with them. On both occasions, they reported trying out the proffered suggestions in their teaching. In 2008 I also asked trainees to write down which ideas, voiced in the discussion, they had used; each person reported using at least one idea, and two people had used five; the mean average was 2.8. Asked “how useful did you find this discussion?” half the group gave a response such as “very useful” or “really useful” and one person wrote, “extremely thought-provoking.” Only one person voiced reservations, writing, “useful if the area of discussion was a common problem, less useful if the area was not an issue”. When I asked them verbally, “why do you think the discussion was useful?” they reported, a) it was reassuring to know that other people had problems, and that these problems could be addressed by thinking them through; b) that ideas would spark off other ideas; c) that everyone brought their different experiences of teaching to the discussion; and d) because I did not participate, the discussion was between equals. (A written response concurred with this, saying, “It’s also nice to give advice”; I inferred from this that trainees feel that they are usually the recipients of advice). 

Reflections
Collegial Consultation generated seminar discussions among trainee teachers that were similar to what Cavazos et al. (2001) termed “dialogue” and Mercer (1995) called “exploratory talk”. One reason for their educational quality is that I became a facilitator but not participant so the power relationships, present in previous seminar discussions, were not present in the CCs, which, as one trainee said, constituted “a discussion between equals”. Their structure supported this: the voting procedure established a sense of democracy; the Q&A stage encouraged everyone to participate at least once, partly because of its turn-taking structure and partly because asking a question is an unthreatening means of entering the discussion; and the individual notes, written after the discussion stage, reinforced the importance of each person’s opinion. Having voted for a topic, trainees discussed it more enthusiastically than if I had chosen it. They were keen to suggest solutions to problems and to offer reasons for these solutions, in Mercer’s (1995) phrase, “to think together.” In each case, the owners of the problem were able to express themselves frankly, and their peers responded in ways that were very largely non-judgemental. 
Zellermayer (2001) found that conversations which led to learning began when a teacher risked sharing a teaching experience; CC incorporates precisely this. During CC, the trainees in this study articulated their own theories, shared other people’s perspectives and developed specific solutions to problems, features identified as characteristics of “good conversations” (Clark, 2001). Furthermore, they fulfilled Clark’s criteria for good conversations because they dealt with content that the participants had selected as worthwhile, and took place on the common ground of learning to teach music. Although they were not voluntary, participation in them was unforced and, although they contradicted Clark’s “no unsolicited advice giving” rule, the structure allowed the owner of the problem to describe and explore the situation before others started problem-solving.
The question, “How can I encourage educational talk among trainee music teachers?” is not trivial. Indeed, Ballantyne (2006) reported that the most important aspect of an Initial Teacher Education course, according to newly-qualified Secondary music teachers, is “the knowledge and skills that apply specifically to teaching music within the Secondary classroom” (p. 41). Ballantyne (2007) found that student teachers saw their school placements as “very important” in contrast to the theoretical aspects of their course, and suggested that such courses should be better integrated so that “the links between education and music, university, schools and the community, can be made clearer to future music teachers” (p. 129). Drawing on interviews with student teachers she suggested that initial teacher education might be improved if “guided reflection (at university) could take place alongside the school experience” (p. 125). The present study shows one way in which this can be facilitated. 

This study has influenced my own practice. Having learned that conversations are more educational when I facilitate them but do not participate, I have started to teach less, and listen more. In the past, when trainees have presented practical demonstrations, I have evaluated them myself. Now, I encourage them to evaluate each other, and I add substantive comments only if I think there are important matters that they don’t mention. I have also instigated structured conversations about reading matter: the trainees read and summarise an article and discuss it in small groups, basing their discussions around, a) the main points in the article, b) their responses to the articles, c) their group’s responses, and d) implications for teaching. This agenda encourages them to share their responses to the reading matter in a more informal way than previously and, although I have not researched the process, I have observed them talking a great deal about their reading. Obviously discussions are only one way to learn; at times there is a need to impart information and teach specific skills. However, I think I have previously employed discussion, as a learning tool, rather badly.

This study has increased my personal knowledge of my trainees, the problems they face, and how they think about these problems. It has also increased my skills, of managing discussions whilst withholding advice that might be unwelcome and unnecessary. Additionally, it has led to knowledge that might be useful for the research and teacher education communities. Researchers are offered evidence of conversational devices (offering several solutions to a problem, offering reasons for ideas, etc.) that develop a theoretical understanding of educational talk (Mercer, 1995; Cavazos et al., 2001; Clark, 2001). Teacher educators are offered a framework (CC) that can help trainee teachers to learn about teaching through structured discussion. 

Taken together, the theoretical and practical findings of this study help to provide one answer to the question, “how can worthwhile learning be nurtured and recognised?” If education is understood as a practical attempt to stimulate learning, this question is maybe one of the most significant, overarching questions that educational research can ask. Although the matter of “worthwhile learning” is essentially philosophical, in this study the learning can be said to be worthwhile because it was based around real-world problems that the participants had voted to discuss – they thought them worth discussing. Learning was nurtured through the CC process, as participants offered solutions, built on each others’ ideas, offered and explored reasons for their ideas, and resolved disagreements. Learning was recognised through a literature-informed analysis of CC transcripts.

This study also provides some evidence that teachers’ action research has some potential to address important educational questions. Although it has been stated the main purpose of action research is practitioners’ personal knowledge and practical improvement (Kemmis???)  this study has demonstrated that action research can also lead to knowledge that has potential to be useable by others. Further research might investigate CC discussions further, to discover what they reveal about how trainees view themselves, their teaching, their pupils and their schools. In this way, CC data might shed a powerful light on how trainees think, and what they think about, when they are learning to teach music in schools. 
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