Discussion in the Classroom
It has been said that discussions is a pooling of ignorance, so if students know little about a topic, why would we ask them to discuss this topic? A better question, is why would we have students discuss? First we need to ask the question what is discussion, discussion involves the written or oral expression of different points of view. In your teaching of a class, then students will be representing different points of view in that class time. A discussion could be used for any objective which involves justifying an opinion.

Why would you have students discuss?
· Even if your students have little formal background in a topic, a discussion can be a good start for a module. This is because you will learn whether your students have opinions, and what those opinions are. If you are teaching consistent with constructivist learning theory, you need to know what students are thinking before you begin the unit, so that you know where you need to target your teaching. 

· A discussion from a point of ignorance can get students interested in the topic. They will have expressed their opinion on the topic, and will more actively search for information to support their opinion. Thus, a discussion can be a good motivator at the beginning of a unit. 

· A discussion in the middle of a unit can be a way to assess student understanding of the topic. Who participated? What did those students say? Did their comments express understanding of the topic? What concepts need to be re-taught or addressed in a different way to ensure students construct the appropriate information? 

· Another reason for having students get involved in a discussion is that students remember information that came out in a discussion. They are much more likely to remember than if they watched a video of “informed” people having a discussion, and much more likely to remember than if they had just read the information. 

How to teach using discussions: 
· Select a question which is focused enough that students can make a start to answer it. The question should be an upper level kind of question (Bloom’s taxonomy), and should be divergent ​ have more than one answer possible. (TASK, THINK OF A DISCUSSIN TOPIC FOR YOUR SUBJECT AREA).

· Create an atmosphere which is friendly, where different opinions are expected, but respectfully presented.

· Students are more likely to engage in discussion when they have some background in the topic. So ensure that your students have sufficient background knowledge on the topic to get involved. 

· Have regular discussions so students learn how to get involved. 

· Be clear about the rules for involvement. How does a new person get to speak? You might suggest that a new speaker should start to interrupt, then back off; the person who is speaking should then wind up what s/he is saying, so the interrupted can talk. Some discussions involve passing the feather, and the person holding the feather may talk. Some discussions involve the next speaker standing up, and staying up until s/he has finished speaking. 

· Be the moderator of the first few discussions as your students learn proper protocol. Then teach your students how to moderate a discussion, and have different students take turns being moderators. 

· Decide on what your role will be. Are you going to get involved? To what degree? If you decide to be involved as much as the students, play by the same rules. Do not dominate! 

· Invite students to get involved. Students who are invited to speak might not speak when they are first invited, but they are much more likely to get involved later. 

· If you notice that girls are talking and no boys are, invite your most outspoken boy to get involved. If he declines, tell him you will come back in a few minutes and ask him the same question. A better method is to have the students work in small groups first, and have each group prepare an answer / opinion to the discussion question, and the group should delegate one of their members to present.

Planning a Guided discussion
Select a topic the students can profitably discuss. Unless the students have some knowledge to exchange with each other, they cannot reach the desired learning outcomes by the discussion method. If necessary, make assignments that will give the students an adequate background for discussing the lesson topic. 

Establish a specific lesson objective with desired learning outcomes. Through discussion, the students develop an understanding of the subject by sharing knowledge, experiences, and backgrounds. Consequently, the objective normally is stated at the understanding level of learning. The desired learning outcomes should stem from the objective. 

Conduct adequate research to become familiar with the topic. While researching, the teacher should always be alert for ideas on the best way to tailor a lesson for a particular group of students. Similarly, the teacher can prepare the pre-discussion assignment more effectively while conducting research for the classroom period. During this research process, the teacher should also earmark reading material that appears to be especially appropriate as back- ground material for students. Such material should be well organized and based on fundamentals. 

Organize the main and subordinate points of the lesson in a logical sequence. The guided discussion has three main parts-introduction, discussion, and conclusion. The introduction consists of three elements-attention, motivation, and overview. In the discussion, the teacher should be certain that the main points discussed build logically with the objective. The conclusion consists of the summary, reactivation, and closure. By organizing in this manner, the teacher phrases the questions to help the students obtain a firm grasp of the subject matter and to minimize the possibility of a rambling discussion. 

Plan at least one lead-off question for each desired learning outcome. In preparing questions, the teacher should remember that the purpose is to stimulate discussion, not merely to get answers. The teacher should avoid questions that require only short categorical answers, such as yes or no. Lead-off questions should usually begin with how or why.

Student Preparation for a Guided Discussion
It is the teachers responsibility to help students prepare themselves for the discussion. Each student should be encouraged to accept responsibility for contributing to the discussion and benefiting from it. Throughout the time the teacher prepares the students for their discussion, they should be made aware of the lesson objective. In certain instances, the teacher has no opportunity to assign preliminary work and must face the students cold for the first time. In such cases, it is practical and advisable to give the students a brief general survey of the topic during the introduction. Normally students should not be asked to discuss a subject without some background in that subject. 

Discussions as an Educational Tool

Advantages

· Pools ideas and experiences from the class.
· Effective after a presentation, film or experience that needs to be analysed.
· Allows everyone to participate in an active process.
· Involves students.
· Students have the opportunity to question, clarify and challenge information.
· If the class is split into small groups, it allows for the participation of everyone.
· They can help students achieve a richer, deeper understanding of content.


Fledgling connections can solidify in discussions.

· Discussions help students approach material from different perspectives to

get a fuller understanding.

They can make course content more relevant
Disadvantages

· Can be impractical with a large class.

· A few assertive and confident students can dominate proceedings.

· Less confident students may not participate.

· Is time consuming/other teaching methods can cover the material in much less time.

· Possibility of the discussion getting off track.

Discussions enable students to acquire a number of skills and are an excellent educational tool because they enable students to:

· Apply concepts. 

· Develop critical thinking. 

· Listen carefully to others' ideas. 

· Effectively communicate to/with others. 

· Recognize existing problems. 

· Acquire/use problem-solving skills. 

· Change beliefs, preferences, or attitudes. 

· Evaluate ideas and attitudes. 

· Develop interpersonal skills. 

· Exercise decision-making skills. 

· Respect others' contributions. 

· Effectively participate in group actions. 

· Critically consider many points of view. 

· Retain learning for use in future situations. 

Good discussions depend on 4 basic factors: 
· The discussion must have a purpose. 
· Students must have something to say. 

· Students must feel comfortable participating. 

· Meaningful questions must be asked. 

Discussion is the primary means of increasing active student involvement in the classroom ... but interaction doesn't guarantee learning. 

Students gain useful skills in clarifying goals, planning, and being sensitive to others ... but a lot of class time must be spent just to maintain the group.

Discussion offers the opportunity for widening student views and perceptions ... but it is not good for dispensing information.

Students say they prefer discussions to lectures ... but they often will not "do the homework" necessary to be prepared for a discussion.

Certainly, discussion as a method of instruction has strengths and limitations, which simply means that a teacher's decisions on whether and how to use it in the classroom must be carefully considered. The focus must always be on the aims and goals of instruction and how discussion can help achieve them.

In "Research on College Teaching," Wilbert McKeachie has concluded that other things being equal, discussions are more effective for the goals of retention, application, problem-solving, attitude change, and motivation for future learning. It is the nature of the learning task more than the discipline or the subject matter that relates to the effectiveness of discussion in the college classroom.

1. Discussion takes much more class time than other methods.
Absolutely. Probably the greatest shortcoming of group discussion is that other teaching techniques can cover more material in the same amount of time. Even assuming ideal group progress, it simply takes longer to discuss a topic than, for example, it would take the teacher to lecture about that topic.

The important consideration is whether or not the time is well spent. Will the method of discussion help students to achieve the instructional goals better than another choice? Perhaps "covering the material" isn't the end objective, after all.

2. It's hard to use discussion when students don't participate.
That's a disappointing fact that we all face at one time or another. But it's not really so surprising that students don't participate if we consider the little experience they may have had with the method. Discussion requires student skills as well as teacher skills. They must be able to state ideas or feelings clearly, to summarize, to analyze, to clarify, to accept others' disagreements, to derive generalizations, etc. Discussions always get better as the teaching year progresses . . . because the students have learned more about the process of discussing.

It's also important that the students be prepared for the topic of the discussion session...not only with what will be covered but why it is important. Students will be more inclined to participate when they see what the discussion is all about.

Keep in mind that all too many students have learned that it is much better to be "right" than "wrong" in class...and that if they can't be right, it is wiser to be quiet. Patience and encouragement on your part may wear away this barrier to good discussions.

3. Class is too large to conduct effective discussions
Rules-of-thumb regarding effective group size for discussions have been offered -- seven plus or minus two; four to six; no more than ten. You may have formulated your own rule after some experiences with discussion.

However, good discussions have been held in classes of all sizes. There are obvious differences in what can be accomplished in a class of thirty as opposed to a class of ten; but skillful, creative teachers have found ways to involve large classes in meaningful discussion. We have to remember that students who are listening, thinking, formulating their own questions, making decisions are often just as involved as the students who are actually talking.

Select a small group of students to conduct the discussion. Ask the others to watch, listen carefully, formulate answers to questions specifically posed to them, prepare for a vote on the issue being discussed, etc.

Requires:

Careful planning by the teacher to guide the discussion

Outlining of questions to be used for the discussion.

Preparation of specific tasks or questions for group to answer.

HOW CAN I BE SURE THE STUDENTS WILL TALK AT ALL?

In large part, you control the progress of a discussion by controlling the kinds of questions you pose. Remember, the purpose of a discussion is not just to test that students have read the book. If the goal is to get them to think critically and creatively, you need to ask questions that demand this kind of response. Asking questions with multiple rather than single answers, is one method of encouraging participation from as many people as possible. Divergent yet focused questions remove students’ fears of not getting the “right” answer. Although these questions may not seem useful because they don’t call for factual information, they are extremely valuable because they force students to examine and integrate the information they have and to reach a conclusion that the facts will support. In other words, they promote critical thinking.

You can also get a discussion going and people talking by asking open-ended questions such as,

“What did you think about the article you read for today?” Such a question will generally open up several avenues of inquiry to be examined during the rest of the class session. Or you might open a discussion session by saying, “I personally find problems like number 16 difficult. What difficulties did you have?”

The actual structure of these open-ended and multiple-answer questions will vary somewhat depending on the task at hand, but they have several advantages. First, they decrease the odds that you will be met with silence once you have finished asking your question. Second, because they encourage multiple viewpoints, they also lessen the problem of having the brightest—or most vocal—student in the class answer and dispose of the question straight-away, thereby dismissing the problem from which you had hoped to develop a discussion. Finally, if you record these multiple responses on the board, they can provide the beginnings of further topics for discussion; students will usually participate more freely when they feel their own concerns and ideas have contributed to the agenda.

ARE THERE OTHER THINGS I CAN DO TO KEEP STUDENTS TALKING?

In addition to posing the right kinds of questions, the teacher must send clear signals about the kind of exchange that is desired. But once you pose a question that asks for real debate, you must pause long enough for someone to pick it up—not necessarily the first person who raises a hand. In fact, you may find it useful to look away from the class and count slowly to 10 before calling on anyone. Not waiting after posing a question, especially one that requires thinking and problem solving, is one of the most frequent errors beginning teachers make. Unfortunately, when you do this students quickly learn that these complex questions are merely rhetorical.

Unless you allow time for them to reflect adequately on the question, students will provide the answer you have already programmed into the course. If silence follows after the first person presents an opinion, ask follow-up questions such as, “How do the rest of you feel about it?” Make it clear that the students should listen to each other and not just to you.

Another useful practice that promotes student involvement is restating for the whole class any complex or inaudible questions or responses presented by individual students to ensure that the entire class has heard what was said. This is particularly important in a classroom where the students face the front of the room and may not be able to hear all of each other’s responses. Repeating complex questions and answers also accommodates hearing-impaired students who may be taking your class. Responding to student contributions in this way allows you to refocus the discussion or take it to a level of greater depth.

When a student responds to a question, pursue the topic by asking for clarification or elaboration, requiring more analysis (e.g., “What are the reasons for thinking this?” and “What is the opposition to this point?”), or refocusing the discussion (“If this is true, then what are the implications for . . .?”). Show attention yourself by building on a student’s point, withholding judgment until you have several responses, or listing the multiple responses on the board and asking the students to group them. Then, when students are responding to each other’s statements in the discussion, encourage them to talk directly to each other rather than only to you.

Remember, too, that despite the importance of student input, students expect the teacher to control the discussion. You might begin the class with three main points you intend for the students to address that day. When it is time to move on to another of the points that you want to discuss, ask for a summary or summarize yourself before moving ahead. In addition, occasional summaries during a discussion, similar to those built into a lecture, help to structure the conclusions the class has reached and to keep them on track. When tangents develop, make the appropriate connections to the main topic or subtopics. In other words, at transition points, remind the students of your broader goals and subordinate points and what they have discussed thus far. The teacher’s role in the discussion is to get it started, to set goals, to mediate, summarize, clarify, and allow all to be heard.

Another approach to getting students actively involved is to make it clear from the onset that you will call on those students who do not volunteer. However, depending on how you handle the responses they give you, simply calling on students can also have a stifling effect, especially for the more reticent members of the group. If students are off-track when you call on them, try to extract those aspects of their responses that are correct and then ask a more focused question. Never simply negate a student’s response by turning to another student with exactly the same question. Rather, identify whatever is appropriate about a particular response—even if only to comment about having made an attempt to respond—and then ask for elaboration from someone else.

Some teachers keep students talking outside the classroom by taking advantage of technology. Email lists and private class newsgroups provide opportunities for continuing in-class discussions and bringing up topics that might have been skimmed or neglected in the class period. Some teachers require students to participate in an electronic discussion forum—perhaps as part of a class participation or homework grade—while others simply offer the opportunity and encourage their students to take advantage of it. E-mail and newsgroups can serve many purposes as discussion tools: they provide a forum for student-generated discussion, quick questions and answers, and required responses to the teacher’s reading questions. Like any discussion, an e-mail discussion requires certain ground rules and etiquette that should be agreed upon by all participants. When such ground rules are established, teachers often find that students who may not speak up regularly in class feel more comfortable participating in an electronic “discussion.” And the informality of electronic communication options can encourage a sense of community among students that makes in-class discussions even more effective.

HOW CAN I INCLUDE ALL STUDENTS IN THE DISCUSSION?

Sometimes a particularly vocal student can dominate a group. The student may be well-intentioned and simply eager, but you need to make sure the rest of the class doesn’t begin to sit back and wait for this student to answer. Waiting before accepting any answer will encourage others to talk. In other words, there is no law that says you must call on the first student to raise a hand. You can also encourage broader participation by giving students a few moments to write down an answer before you discuss it. This practice gives shy students something to refer to and those who don’t think as quickly a chance to work out an answer. Having students discuss a question in small groups also opens up the discussion to other members of the class.

Using small group discussions at the beginning of the semester builds a comfortable, cohesive group, making subsequent large group discussions easier. If none of these techniques work when you are trying to encourage participation, you can try talking to the vocal student. Make it clear that you appreciate participation, but ask the student privately to let others who are not as quick with answers have their turn.

WHAT SHOULD I DO IF I LOSE CONTROL OF THE DISCUSSION?

The biggest problem in discussion teaching involves something akin to digression en masse. In this situation, the entire class appears to have a goal for the discussion that bears no relation to the one you expected or stated at the beginning of the class. When this happens, it is often a good idea to listen for a while until you have some idea why they might have settled on their own set of issues rather than accepting the ones you intended. Once you have some idea of what their implicit agenda might be, try to summarize the key points that have been made. If it seems appropriate, you can then ask the group to connect their points for debate with those you originally made.

If they are unable to do so, you now have valuable data that will help you plan subsequent sessions or even alter the direction of the present one. Generally speaking, when teachers have continued difficulty keeping discussions on track, it is often because the students do not have sufficient background to move in the desired direction, or they may simply be unfamiliar with the tacit rules underlying academic discussions.

Because they cannot answer your questions or follow your rules, they end up answering or following their own. Try to determine whether there is information you could have supplied them first, via a short lecture, that would have allowed the discussion to continue in a more fruitful direction. Is the topic at hand too controversial for students to deal with objectively? Are there ways you could limit it to make it less volatile?

Sometimes, finding out what your students are thinking and how they will respond to a given question is more important than momentary control. Sometimes losing control of a discussion is a good thing, even if somewhat scary. If students have gone off track because they have arrived at a legitimate conclusion different from yours, go along with it. After all, a discussion is not a lecture. If you’re starting with the objective that the class will arrive at its own conclusion, you have to let that happen and be willing to accept the learning experience your students offer you. Likewise, don’t be afraid of conflict or insist on reaching a consensus. Opposition can be very educational. If students are disagreeing about interpretations or conclusions, and if they are supporting their arguments well, they’re achieving the ultimate goals of discussion teaching. “Discussion introduces a lot of chaos into your life that you have to tolerate.” However, try to reassert your authority by the end of the class, which is essentially what you accomplish when you summarize the points they have made and connect them to the original questions posed at the beginning. Your control of the class lies in your ability to make sure that everyone has a chance to contribute and also to organize and synthesize the conclusions they have reached.

Task - Is the monarchy still relevant and important in 21st century Britain?  Should we still keep them or become a republic?

The current British monarchy can trace its ancestral lineage back to the Anglo-Saxon period, ultimately back to the kings of Angles, and also back to the early Scottish kings.  It is a constitutional monarchy, and the Sovereign’s rule is in practice limited to non-partisan functions.

In practice, political power is exercised today through Parliament and by the Prime Minister and Cabinet.  The Sovereign also holds the title of Supreme Governor of the established Church of England, although in practice the spiritual leadership of the church is the responsibility of the Archbishop of Canterbury.  Here are some other duties the Sovereign has:

· Whenever necessary, the Sovereign is responsible for appointing a new Prime Minister

· The Sovereign appoints and dismisses Cabinet and other ministers on the Prime Minister’s advice

· The monarch holds a weekly audience with the Prime Minister, as well as regular audiences with other members of the Cabinet.  The monarch may express his or her views but, as a constitutional ruler, must ultimately accept the Prime Minister’s and Cabinet’s decisions

· The Sovereign plays the role of Head of State in the UK.  Oaths of allegiance are made to the monarch, not to Parliament or the nation.  God Save the Queen/King is used as the British national anthem.  The monarch’s visage appears on postage stamps, on coins and on banknotes issued by the Bank of England

