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Hands Down, Speak Out:
Exploring the Crossover Between Math and Literacy Talk

Kassia Wedekind & Christy Thompson
Handout:  https://tinyurl.com/nctm100
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what

why

how can I get started?

What’s a Hands-Down Conversation?
What’s a Hands-Down Conversation Community?

Why make space for this kind of discourse?

when
When do we talk with our hands down?
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what
• What’s a Hands-Down Conversation?

• What’s a Hands-Down Conversation Community?
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a short history of hand raising

https://www.flickr.com/photos/public-record-office-victoria/8165524182
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a short history of hand raising
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Exhibit A

Exhibit B 

Exhibit C 



@kassiaowedekind             @teacherthomp #handsdownconvo

initiate—respond—evaluateinitiate—respond—evaluateinitiate—respond—evaluateinitiate—respond—evaluate
(Cazden, 2001)
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• In classrooms with higher numbers of students 
living in poverty, teachers talk more and students 
talk less (Lingard, Hayes, and Mills, 2003).

• English language learners in many classrooms are 
asked easier questions or no questions at all and thus 
rarely have to engage in meaningful talk in the 
classroom (Guan Eng Ho, 2005). 

• Socioeconomic level and achievement level is 
predictive of participation in classroom conversation 
(Applebee, et al., 2003)
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Hands-Down Conversations

The Basics
1) No hand-raising. Listen for a place to slide your 
voice into the conversation.

2) One voice at a time (more or less!)

3) Listen closely to the person speaking.
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Which is more?
The penny collection or the dime collection?
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What happened before the clip?
1)  What do you notice? 30 seconds on your own 

thinking.

2)  Turn and talk with partner for two minutes

3)  Launch: Which is more? The penny collection or the 

dime collection?

 



@kassiaowedekind             @teacherthomp #handsdownconvo

• What evidence of listening do you see?

• What kinds of talk are they exploring?

• What math are they exploring?

Add your ideas 
in the chat box.
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Hands-Down Conversations

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=K5lKwWQK-SU
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• What evidence of listening do you see?

• What kinds of talk are they exploring?

• What math are they exploring?

Add your 
ideas in the 

chat box.
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why
• Why make space for this kind of discourse?
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why

Handout:  https://tinyurl.com/nctm100

Add your 
ideas in the 

chat box.
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why

There has never been a more important time to 
teach young people to suspend judgment, weigh 
evidence, consider multiple perspectives, and 
speak up with wisdom and grace on behalf of 
themselves and others.
—Mary Ehrenworth, “Why Argue?” from Ed Leadership
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why

Would You Rather… by John Burningham
openlibrary.org
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why
Add your 

ideas in the 
chat box.

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rW7xjx8DCJQ
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when
• When do we talk with our hands down?
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Turn & Talk Conversation Clubs

Hands-Down Conversation Hands-Up Conversation
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how
• How can I get started?
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How can I get started?

1)  Study talk and power dynamics.

“Terrific teachers have teeth marks on their 
tongues.”

-Alfie Kohn
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Tools for Listening 
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Hands-Down Conversation Map—the beginning
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Hands-Down Conversation Map—the beginning

WHY?

Who has power?        Who has status?
Who is considered to be competent in mathematics?

Whose ideas are deferred to?
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Dialogue Micro-Lessons
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Hands-Down Conversation Maps
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Hands-Down Conversation Maps

the beginning
a few conversations later
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How can I get started?

1)  Listen more. 

2)  Consider your launch. 
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Launches to Inspire Debate

Handout:  https://tinyurl.com/nctm100
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Launches to Inspire Debate
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Launches to Inspire Debate
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Launches to Inspire Debate

Who is it harder for? Max or Ruby?
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Add your 
ideas in the 

chat box.

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6tXu7FkIZRA
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How can I get started?

1)  Listen more. 

2)  Consider your launch.

3)  Listen to your students’ reasoning
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Two Types of Reasoning

Within the 
Text

Outside of the 
Text

“It’s harder to be older 
because the little sister was 
always following Kyla 
around and copying her.”

“Who is it harder for? The older or the younger sibling?”

“It’s harder to be older. 
My mom always says I 
have to solve problems 
since I’m bigger.”
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Within the Text
“Look - with the rhinoceros, snake and 
crocodile you get squished or eaten or 
crushed, basically destroyed. But with 
the fish, you’re just being swallowed, 
no teeth. If you know what I mean.”

“First I think the dime collection is low 
because it looks lower [than the penny 
collection].”
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Outside the Text
“I think I’d rather be eaten by the snake 
than the fish because the fish would 
swallow you, but snakes don’t eat 
humans. Snakes only eat different 
kinds of snakes. Snakes rarely eat 
people.”

“I think the dimes cost more. If you 
go and buy something you’re 
probably going to want to use the 
dimes because they cost more.”
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How can I get started?

1)  Listen more. 

2)  Consider your launch.

3)  Listen to your students’ reasoning.

4)  Explore dialogue micro-lessons.
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What is a Dialogue Micro-Lesson?
• A “pulling back of the curtain” on some 

ways dialogue works.

• Micro! 3-5 minutes.

• Familiar structure: what, why, and how. 

• Followed by an opportunity to try it out (in 

partnerships, clubs or as a whole class) with 

coaching from peers and teacher.
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What is a Dialogue Micro-Lesson?
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1. What are students doing? 

2. What are they ready for (almost doing? 
approximating?)

3. What lesson(s) could teach that move?
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Handout:  
https://tinyurl.com/

nctm100
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“As educators we are politicians; we engage 
in politics when we educate. And if we 
dream about democracy, let us fight, day 
and night, for a school in which we talk to 
and with learners so that, hearing them, 
we can be heard by them as well.”

Paulo Freire, Teachers as Cultural Workers
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Kassia Omohundro Wedekind
omohundro@gmail.com

Christy Thompson
christyhermann@gmail.com

https://handsdownspeakout.wordpress.com
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