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Ms. Richardson�s sixth-grade students are at the 
end of a curriculum unit focused on plate tec-
tonics (Regents of the University of California 

2012). Speci�cally, her class is exploring a question: How 
will the Indian plate be different in 50 million years? She 
asked her class to participate in a science seminar which 
focused on  whole-class argumentation. During the sci-
ence seminar, she rearranged the chairs in her classroom 
to allow students to sit in two concentric circles (an inside 
circle and an outside circle). This arrangement encour-
aged students to talk directly to each other during the dis-
cussion. To prepare for the seminar, Ms. Richardson had 
students analyze data (including maps) and write their 
own arguments, based on their analysis. Ms. Richardson 
was interested in assessing the quality of her students� 
argumentation to help her design future science lessons 
that would better target this practice. Below is an excerpt 
from the beginning of the class discussion. Pablo volun-
teered to start the discussion and he read his argument to 
Ms. Richardson. This is how she responded: 

Ms. Richardson: Pablo, I am going to ask that you say that 
one more time and a little bit slower and a little bit clearer. 
And make sure you address the people in the inside circle 
and not me. So, pretend I am not here. Okay. Go ahead.

Pablo: My claim is that the Indian plate will get smaller 
in 50 million years. My evidence is that on the collision 
zone�the Indian plate is located at a collision zone. And 
my reasoning is that at a collision zone, the plate folds 
and crumbles. 

(A number of students raise their hands, including Ian.)

Ms. Richardson: Ian. 

Ian: I disagree with Pablo. Because on the map it is sur-
rounded by spreading zones. And my reasoning is that 
spreading zones will have it�that it will make new crust. 

(A number of students raise their hands including Jose.)

Ms. Richardson: Jose. 

Jose: My claim is that the Indian plate will get bigger 
and my evidence is that there are spreading zones 
around the boundaries of the Asian plates�at spread-
ing zones plates move apart from each other.

Ms. Richardson: So, Jose, are you saying you agree 
with Pablo or you agree with Ian? 

Jose: I agree with Pablo because he said it�oh, I agree 
with Ian that the Indian plate will get bigger.
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