
BLM 3.3  Focussed Conversations – Part 1  
 
Intro Before the Role Plays 
To further your professional growth, it is important to have conversations with colleagues about what you 
are doing in the classroom related to instruction and assessment. 
 
A simple and effective way to do this is to have what are called “focussed conversations” with a colleague, 
sometimes called a “critical friend” in coaching literature.  This is where your colleague asks questions to 
help you reflect on your practice.  In other words, your colleague does not view your work and then evaluate 
it, but rather asks you questions that allow you to reflect on your own thinking.  These focussed 
conversations can occur when you are planning a lesson or task, or at the conclusion of a lesson or task, or 
both.  You may wish your colleague to observe the lesson or task as well so that they can look for or listen 
for items of interest to you.  It is even more effective if the two of you can plan something together that you 
will both be doing in your classrooms.  That way the focussed conversations are truly about student learning 
and not about the individual teachers. 
 
We are going to role-play two conversations between colleagues.  The first has a more directive tone.  The 
second gives more opportunity for the teacher to reflect on the task.   
 
For each conversation the setting is the same.  The teacher has planned a 30 min. segment of a lesson that 
will involve parallel tasks for her Gr. 11 U/C students related to the following expectation and big idea. 
 
During each conversation, take note of the types of questions asked and comments made by the critical 
friend Liisa as she and Karen discuss Karen’s task.  We’ll debrief these questions at the end.   

 



Student Task for Focussed Conversations Role Play 

Lesson Title:  Exponential, Quadratic, and Linear Functions – Similarities and Differences     

Course:  MCF3M 

Goals for a Specific Lesson 
Students will compare and contrast exponential, quadratic, and linear functions. 

Curriculum Expectations - Exponential Functions 1.6 
 
…distinguish exponential functions from linear and quadratic functions by making comparisons in a variety of ways (e.g., 
comparing rates of change using finite differences in tables of values; identifying a constant ratio in a table of values; 
inspecting graphs; comparing equations), within the same context when possible (e.g., simple interest and compound 
interest, population growth). 
Sample problem:  Explain in a variety of ways how can you distinguish the exponential function f(x) = 2

x
 from the quadratic 

function f(x) = x
2
, and the linear function f(x) = 2x. 

Big Idea Addressed by the Expectations 
 
Big Idea (BIA 2):  Comparing mathematical relationships helps us see that there are classes of relationships with common 
characteristics and helps us describe each member of the class.  [Groups of functions or relationships go together because 
they behave in similar ways. Knowing about the group helps us know a bit about each member of the group.] 

Minds On…  
 

Action!  
 

Task:  How are the given functions the same?  How are they different? 
   
 
 
 

Common Questions: 

 What happens to your functions when x gets big?   

 What happens to your functions when x is really small? 

 What kinds of things might you change and still have a similar function? 

 What would you choose not to change so that you still have similar function? 

 What if you changed the “2” in each function to a “3” – would the similarities and differences you 
noted be the same? 

Scaffolding Questions 

 How might you organize your work?  Would a table or chart help?  Would a graph help? 

 Would you be able to get more information by broadening your domain? 

 Restate in your own words what you are trying to find. 

 What kinds of things are you expecting as part of your answer? 

 Do you see any patterns? 

 Think about some of the characteristics of functions you know.  Do these functions exhibit any of these 
characteristics? 

Consolidate/Debrief  

 

Option 1 
               y = 2x and y = x2 

Option 2 
               y = 2x and y = 2x 



Debrief After the Role Plays 
During the two conversations, participants have been making notes on the types of 
questions asked by Liisa, the “critical friend”.  Ask teachers to share these in pairs or table 
groups and be prepared to share with the large group: 

 what they see as the main difference between the two conversations 

 the types of questions asked in either or both conversations 
 
[We are hoping participants notice that the tone of the first conversation is directive and 
evaluative – the strengths and weaknesses of the task are pointed out, while the tone of the 
second is more reflective – Karen is asked questions that allow her to evaluate the task 
herself.  They should also note that both conversations had Paraphrasing and Clarifying 
questions, but that the second one also had Probing and Interpreting questions – they may 
not get these names, but they will probably get the idea.] 
 
We can then hand out and show the Focussed Conversation Sentence Stems that 
teachers can use as a guideline. 
 
The two conversations were of course somewhat exaggerated and artificial.  They also do 
not represent “bad” and “good” conversations among teachers.  A more directive 
conversation is not a “bad” conversation.  However, it places one teacher in the role of 
expert which tends to imply that professional growth occurs only when we can consult 
experts – which can be problematic if we are all learning something new together.  So the 
focussed conversation between critical friends using the suggested sentence stems as a 
guideline can help us take a step back from the expert role, and yet still help our colleagues 
move their thinking forward. 
 
You are going to use this focussed conversation technique to look at the parallel task you 
have been creating.   
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Role Play 1 – Example of a Poor Focussed Conversation 
Teacher:  Karen    Critical Friend:  Liisa 
Karen has planned the above task, but has not yet taught it.  She has asked Liisa to discuss it 
with her. 
 
Karen:   
Hi Liisa.  Here is what I’d like to do with my Gr. 11 U/C students tomorrow.  The task and follow-
up discussion should take about 30 min.  We have just started exploring exponential functions, 
and I’d like them to reflect on what they know about linear and quadratic functions and compare 
that to what they are learning about exponential functions.  I’d like to differentiate the task by 
creating parallel tasks.  Here is my task.  [Show the PPQT for the task on the screen and walk 
Liisa through it.]  
I think both tasks require students to think about what makes relationships alike and what 
makes them different.  Students might choose to focus on either the algebraic representations 
or the graphical ones.  In the follow-up discussion we can talk about the type of representation 
they did not try initially.  The second option might be less complex for students who are more 
comfortable with linear rather than quadratic functions. 
 
Liisa: 
[Liisa makes a series of comments and asks a series of questions like the following.  Her tone 
the whole time is collegial and friendly and supportive.  However, the tone is also evaluative – 
Liisa is looking at this task as if it is her task, or interacting with Karen as if she is a student 
teacher, and is commenting on what will work and what may not, rather than helping Karen to 
evaluate her own task and makes decisions about whether it will do what she wants it to do.] 
[Paraphrasing and Clarifying questions would probably be similar in both role plays.] 

Do I understand that… 
It sounds like… 
What do you mean by… 
How will you know if… 

[The main difference would be that the Interpreting and Probing questions would be missing and 
instead there would be comments about what Liisa thinks is good and bad about the task – 
related to characteristics of parallel tasks, anticipated student difficulties, the common 
questions, consolidation, etc. - Liisa should ask about consolidation - Karen will not have 
thought through the consolidation part – she will talk about the possibility of Exit cards, but not 
really know how to use them.] 
 I really like the way you… 
 I think this will work quite well… 
 I’m not sure students will understand this… 
 One of the characteristics of parallel tasks is… 
 You might want to try it this way… 
[The Instructing questions would be there, but as if Liisa is the expert dispensing the advice.] 
 I create parallel tasks like this…  

This is how I like to write common questions for parallel tasks… 
 Here is how I structure the presentations… 
 
Karen: 
Thanks Liisa.  I think I see how I can tweak this task to make sure it does what I want it to do. 



 
Role Play 2 – Example of a Good Focussed Conversation 
Teacher:  Karen    Critical Friend:  Liisa 
Karen has planned the above task, but has not yet taught it.  She has asked Liisa to discuss it 
with her. 
 
Karen:   
Hi Liisa.  Here is what I’d like to do with my Gr. 11 U/C students tomorrow.  The task and follow-
up discussion should take about 30 min.  We have just started exploring exponential functions, 
and I’d like them to reflect on what they know about linear and quadratic functions and compare 
that to what they are learning about exponential functions.  I’d like to differentiate the task by 
creating parallel tasks.  Here is my task.  [Show the PPQT for the task on the screen and walk 
Liisa through it.]  
I think both tasks require students to think about what makes relationships alike and what 
makes them different.  Students might choose to focus on either the algebraic representations 
or the graphical ones.  In the follow-up discussion we can talk about the type of representation 
they did not try initially.  The second option might be less complex for students who are more 
comfortable with linear rather than quadratic functions. 
 
Liisa: 
[Asks some paraphrasing questions – these questions relate to Liisa making sure she 
understands the student task, which in turn should help Karen see if the students would 
understand the task.  Karen responds.] 

Do I understand that…    It sounds like… 
[Asks some clarifying questions – these questions could relate to what materials may be 
provided, or groupings of students, or the format of presentations, or anything else that might 
not be clear.  Karen responds.] 

What do you mean by…    How will you know if… 
[Asks some interpreting questions – these questions could relate to the characteristics of 
parallel tasks, the kinds of things Karen thinks the students might do and their responses to the 
common questions.  Karen responds.] 

Could it mean that…    Is it possible that…could result from… 
[Asks some probing questions – these questions could be related to anticipated student 
difficulties, whether the task will get students to where Karen wants them to go,  what 
consolidation is planned.  Karen responds.] 

Where do you think students might struggle with the task? 
How will you know if the students are able to compare and contrast the three types of 
functions at the end of this task?   
[Karen will not have thought about a consolidation task – she’ll mention the possibility of 
Exit cards, but will not be sure how to use them here.] 

[Asks some instructing questions – these questions can be on getting info for Karen on Exit 
cards and on something that some teachers do that might be helpful in this task – maybe a way 
to structure presentations?  Karen responds.]  

I think I know where you can find you some material on the types of things you can ask 
in Exit cards.  Do you want me to lend you the book/email you the link?  [This will be in 
response to Karen’s comment above.] 
Some teachers find it helpful to… 

 
Karen: 
Thanks Liisa.  I think I see how I can tweak this task to make sure it does what I want it to do. 


