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Some of the earliest materials produced for educators provided
excellent suggestions for productive group work (see, for
example, the work of the World Studies Project under Robin
Richardson). Speaking for myself, it was such classroom
resources that were the catalyst for me as a young teacher to
incorporate development education issues and processes into
my work. I religiously followed the suggestions in the teaching
packs and found they worked! I was converted, and began to
seek out similar resources. Between 1985 and 1991, as
manager of a curriculum development project named
Humanity in the Environment, I produced seven teaching
packs which aimed to link development and environmental
issues. Later, in 1992, I began to research the impact of these
materials on children in the classroom, focusing primarily on
how children make meaning through collaborative learning
(Lyle 1998). In this paper, I provide an overview of some of
these findings in view of current changes in both education
and recent thinking on how children learn.

In the context of a National Curriculum prescribed by
government, the curriculum topics covered by each teacher are
decided jointly by school staff. Each teacher’s overwhelming
concern is curriculum implementation, a reality which any
discussion of content must take into account. Nevertheless,
development educators are well-versed in finding
opportunities within the mainstream curriculum to include a
development education perspective.

But, today, development educators have to take into
consideration prescribed teaching methods as well as
curriculum content. Detailed classroom processes are now
built into curriculum materials. The opportunities for
influencing practice are becoming narrower.

However, it is not all gloom and doom. Since the
introduction of the National Curriculum there has been a surge
of new interest in children’s learning and there is growing
evidence that this is impacting on classroom practice. Current
thinking owes much to the Russian psychologist, Lev
Vygotsky, who has helped us understand that learning is a
social activity. He has become famous for the phrase ‘what a
child can do in cooperation today, tomorrow he (sic) can do
alone’ (Vygotsky 1962). Importantly, Vygotsky drew attention
to the view that all learning takes place through social
interaction, in a cultural and historical context.

This social constructivist approach to understanding how
children learn is good news for development education. The
upsurge of interest in Vygotsky’s work has led to other
insights into children’s learning which, also, largely support

the processes and practices that are commonplace in socio-
cultural theories of learning (see, for example, Wertsch et al.
1995). These developments are an exciting antidote to the
current performance model which dominates in our schools.

In this paper I intend to focus on two areas which I think
will be of interest to those working in development education.
First, I will look at socio-cultural theory and, in particular, the
ideas of Bruner (1990; 1996) who puts forward the view that
the primary way in which we understand the world can be
described as narrative understanding. (For a discussion of the
theoretical underpinning of narrative understanding, see Lyle
2000.) Secondly, I will focus on how cultural tools, for
example language and visual images, can mediate learning
experiences.

Development education is well-known for the production
of teaching packs. Here I will argue that the design of these
materials – not merely their content – is crucial to their
success. This includes the overall framework of the teaching
pack as a whole, as well as the structure of individual tasks.
While the former helps children to organise and consolidate
their understanding, the latter sets up interaction between
children. In order for collaborative group work to be
successful, careful attention has to be paid to a range of
considerations. Writers in the field are unanimous that
children need training in group work skills, and such training
can be built into the tasks children are asked to undertake. The
structure of the task can direct the children’s interaction and
teach them how to work together.

Narrative understanding
In my development work, I have conceptualised the
curriculum as ‘a story to be told’ and ‘a story to be
understood’. Each teaching pack can be seen as a narrative
unit. It has a beginning, which establishes the setting and
characters; a middle, in which a complication arises to
threaten the way of life of the people; and an end, in which a
resolution is found, or a mediation sought. It is engaging
because it encompasses human lives. By organising the
material of a teaching pack into a narrative structure, the
teacher can provide access to content outside children’s
everyday experience. And when the content reflects real-world
issues, it can help children understand how the world works
while enabling them to engage with a variety of views about
possible, probable, and preferred futures. In fact, narrative has
proven to be a powerful way of organising understanding and
experience as it enables children to deal with concepts,
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interpret data, grasp ideas, and consolidate their understanding
(Howe and Johnson 1992: 13). In sum, the use of a narrative
framework for curriculum planning can provide the overall
structure for a unit of study.

Once a narrative structure is established, activities and tasks
need to be prepared. Here, it is important to incorporate
cognitive tools which can help children to organise their
thinking and talking. A key cognitive tool is ‘binary
opposites’. In A River Child (Lyle and Hendley 1992),
children examine the environmental problems facing a
Nigerian village and consider possible futures, under the key
binary opposite of survival/destruction.

In addition to shaping the overarching structure of the unit
of study, as in the example just mentioned, binary opposites
can be used to structure lessons. Card sorting activities are
good examples of tasks which set up binary opposites for
children to mediate. As participants read information on cards
and sort them into different categories, they can learn about
people, places, and issues. The twenty-first century has been
described as the ‘information age’. We increasingly recognise
that knowing how to manage information, rather than knowing
things, is what is required today. Binary opposites can provide
a powerful classificatory tool for our children to do this.

Making and negotiating meaning through talk
When card sorting activities are organised for children in
collaborative groups, they get the opportunity to negotiate
meaning between them as they interrogate the information on
the cards. In the following example, four boys are following
an activity from A Rainforest Child (Lyle and Roberts 1990).
The task is to read a set of cards and sort them into two piles:
information about how people who live in the rainforest use
the forest [‘rainforest’ or ‘them’], and information about how
people who don’t live in the forest use it [‘us’]. (For a full
discussion of this activity, see Lyle 1993.) The extract begins
with John reading one of the cards to the others:

John In the many rivers and streams there are 
thousands of different fish to catch and eat.

Steffan That would be ‘rainforest’...

John [interrupting] That could be both as well.

Owen But normally it would be ‘them’.

James You don’t really see that many tropical fish in 
our shops, do you?

Owen [nodding] That would be ‘them’.

James We just have mackerel.

John That would definitely be ‘them’, because we eat 
stuff from our rivers and...

Owen Seas as well.

John ...and we do eat fish from seas abroad... But we 
don’t do it very much in the tropics, do we?

Owen The fish would go bad.

James The fish would go bad from the river as well, 
wouldn’t they?

Steffan We usually get our fish from the sea – don’t we 
– not from the river?

Owen Both.

In this section of talk, the children work together to establish
meaning. In doing so, they draw on their own knowledge of
the world to help them interpret the information. Through
discussion children find new patterns for what is already
known and apply these patterns to other situations. Binary
opposites provide a structured way of organising and
consolidating new and old information. It is a cultural tool
which can be harnessed to mediate children’s talk and can
stimulate high-order discussion and debate.

Tasks which are structured around interaction and expect
children to engage in exploratory talk can enable children to
build shared understanding (Fisher 1993). In the process of
learning together, each child struggles to fit the learning into
his or her own unique complex of meaning-structures already
in place. Furthermore, through the structure of the task,
children can be given clear purposes for discussion which
ensure they pose questions, make observations, and contribute
opinions. Working like this empowers children and helps them
take responsibility for their own learning.

In activities that require collaborative talk, it is inevitable
that the children will be engaged with multiple perspectives.
Each child’s view of the world is different, and each child’s
attitude to school and the other members of the group will
influence the group setting. The materials provided to
stimulate talk will reflect still other ideas. As individual and
group identity will inevitably influence what is discussed and
how the discussion is managed, a socio-cultural approach
means paying attention to the formation of groups as well as
the tasks.

It is task structure which can ensure that children engage in
democratic styles of working. This means respecting each
other’s opinions and demonstrating a willingness to pursue
points on which they are unclear. Listening to each other is
important so that they can expand and elaborate on what each
other say, question each other to clarify understanding, or
challenge views.

Steffan Lots of things which are good to eat like 
mushrooms and berries grow wild in the 
rainforest.

James That’s ‘them’.

Steffan [agreeing] That’s ‘them’, isn’t it?

James ’Cos… um…

John Wait, we eat … we eat tropical fruit more than 
they do.

Steffan Yeah, we do, don’t we? [questioning tone]

John We eat bananas, oranges.

James I’m not sure on that now... Put it in the middle.

Here the boys are tentative: after first agreeing that the card
describes how ‘they’ [rainforest people] use the forest, they
realise they haven’t got any evidence to support their
judgement. John’s comment is enough to make both Steffan
and James unsure, and they decide to come back to the card
later. When they do come back to it they have built criteria for
decision-making and provide reasoned arguments for placing
the card on the ‘rainforest’ pile.
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More than a window on the mind
In collaborative card-sorting activities, the meanings children
make are not stable but fluid and changing, built up from
their existing knowledge, the information on the cards, and
their negotiated decision-making. Meanings change and
develop in response to discussion and lead to a gradually
more sophisticated interrogation and interpretation of the
cards over time.

What is important to the process of learning is the dialogue
the children engage in. For Bakhtin (1981), talk is dialogic
when a speaker’s utterances connect with previous utterances
in a chain of speech communication. Talk, here, is not just a
‘window on the mind’ (Mercer in Pollard 1999), merely
providing evidence of what a child knows or is thinking, but is
a way of using language to make meaning. (For a review of
research into collaborative talk, see Lyle 2000.) Through talk,
or what Bakhtin has called ‘dialogic engagement’, participants
can jointly construct understanding.

As we have already established, each child’s linguistic
behaviour in a group activity will also reflect past social
experiences. Owen, for example, contributes particularly well
to the conversation on fish, reflecting his personal knowledge:
his father regularly takes him both river and sea fishing. If
children are to access each other’s experience and knowledge
in group work – what Portecorvo (1997) refers to as
‘intersubjectivity’ – there must be full sharing of activity and
discourse between the participants. Ensuring this happens is
not easy but, again, is assisted by carefully structured tasks
which allocate turns and require debate and discussion. In
addition, for such talk to become a welcome part of classroom
practice, the normative role of the teacher must be redefined.

The role of the teacher in the promotion of children’s
collaborative talk has been debated extensively already (see,
for example, Corden 1995), but the full implications of the
changes which need to take place have not been fully
explored. If the aim of teaching is not simply to transfer
content from teacher to child, but to negotiate meaning
through dialogic engagement, there are considerable
implications for classroom organisation and management. One
of the most difficult demands on teachers wishing to
implement collaborative styles of teaching is to ‘relax their
normal control of the students’ attention and trust them to
focus on a given task’, whilst at the same time judging when it
is appropriate to intervene (Barnes and Todd 1995: 103).
Teachers wishing to use collaborative learning styles have to
rethink the traditional, asymmetrical relationship between
them and their pupils.

To conclude, in a classroom supporting dialogic
engagement, the teacher will adopt practices which allow
children to use talk as a meaning-making tool. It follows that
teachers need to be aware of a range of classroom practices
which can promote successful collaboration. Classroom events
designed to empower children as learners do not happen by
chance: they are highly orchestrated affairs. The content,
stimulus material, task structure, and procedural interactions
all have to be planned. Development education practitioners
are familiar with many of the strategies which can achieve this

and will welcome the theoretical developments which provide
support for these ways of working.

In this paper I have introduced the concept of narrative
understanding as a way of planning a scheme of work or
teaching pack. I went on to discuss how the cognitive tool of
binary opposites can be used as an overarching guide to shape
curriculum topics as well as individual tasks. Focusing on
collaborative card sorting activities to illustrate binary
opposites, I introduced the key concept of dialogic meaning-
making and considered the implications for classroom
relationships. The ideas considered here are located in a socio-
cultural theory of learning, a theory which has much to offer
development education practitioners at a time when teachers
are looking for alternatives to current performance models of
teaching and learning. ®
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