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4. Develop motivation for further learning.

5. Help students articulate what they've learned.

6. Get prompt feedback on student understanding or misunder-
standing. :

Why should discussion be the method of choice for achieving
such objectives? The first justification is a very simple extrapola-
tion of the old adage #practice makes perfect.” If instructors
expect students to learn how to integrate, apply, and think,
it seems reasonable that students should have an opportunity to
practice these skills. To help students learn and think, you need to
find out what is in their heads. Discussion can help.

A LITTLE BIT OF THEORY

Research in cognitive psychology has found that memory is
affected by how deeply we process New knowledge (see the
chapter “Teaching Students How to Become More Strategic and
Self-Regulated Learners”). Simply listening to or repeating
something is likely to store it in such a way that we have diffi-
culty finding it when we want t0 remember it. If we elaborate
our learning by thinking about its relationship to other things
we know or by talking about it—explaining, summarizing, or
questioning—we are more likely to remember it when we need
to use it later. This may help relieve your anxiety about covering
the material. In lectures teachers. cover more material, but
research shows that most of the material covered does not get
into the students’” notes of memory (Hartley & Davies, 1978).
Classic studies over the last five decades have repeatedly shown
that, in discussion, students pay attention and think more
actively.

Because many students are accustomed to listening passively
to lectures, in introducing discussion you need to explain why
and how discussion will help them construct knowledge they can

find and apply when needed.

STARTING DISCUSSION
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However, you will not always be able to find the presentation
you need to introduce each discussion, and you may be forced to
turn to other techniques of initiating discussion. One such tech-
nique is problem posting, which was discussed in the chapter
“Meeting a Class for the First Time.”

starting Discussion with a Controversy

A second technique of stimulating discussion 18 through dis-
agreement. Experimental evidence is accumulating to indicate
that a certain degree of surprise or uncertainty arouses curiosity,
a basic motive for learning (Berlyne, 1960). Some teachers effec-
tively play the role of devil's advocate; others are effective in
pointing out differences in points of view.

I have some concerns abotut the devil’s advocate role. ] believe
that it can be an effective device in getting students fo think
actively rather than accept passively the instructor’s every
sentence as “Truth.” Yet it has its risks, the most important of
which is that it may create lack of trust in the instructor. Of
course, instructors want students to challenge their ideas, but few
want their students to feel they are untrustworthy, lying about
their own beliefs.

Two other dangers lurk in the devil's advocate role. One s that
it will be perceived as manipulative. Students may feel (with jus-
tification) that the instructor “is just playing games with us—
trying to show how smart he is and how easily e can fool us.” It
can also be seen as a screen fo prevent students from ever suc-
cessfully challenging the instructor.

Yet the devil’s advocate role can be effective. Its success
depends a good deal on the spirit with which it is played. Linc
Fisch (2001) handles this problem by donning a T-shirt with
“Devil's Advocate” on the front. My own compromise solution is
to make it clear when I'm taking such a role by saying, “Suppose
1 take the position that # or “Let me play the role of devil's
advocate for a bit.”

In any case the instructor should realize that disagreement is
not a sign of failure but may be used constructively. When rigid
dogmatism interferes with constructive problem solving fol-
lowing a disagreement, the instructor may ask the disagreeing

STARTING DISCUSSIONl
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student can respond if the question is rephrased. Perhaps you
need to give an example of the problem first; perhaps you need to
suggest some alternative answer and ask the student what evi-
dence might or might not support it; perhaps you need to refor-
- mulate a prior question. More often than not, you can help the
students discover that they are more competent than they thought.

Other Types of Questions. Connective and causal effect questions
involve attempts to link material or concepts that otherwise
might not seem related. One might, for example, cut across disci-
plines to link literature, music, and historical events or one might
ask, “What are the possible causes of this phenomenon?”

Comparative questions, as the name suggests, ask for compar-
isons between one theory and another, one author and another,
one research study and another. Such questions help students
determine important dimensions of comparison.

Evaluative questions ask not only for comparisons but for a judg-
ment of the relative value of the points being compared; for exam-
ple, “Which of two theories better accounts for the data? Which of
two essays better contributes to an understanding of the issue?”

Critical questions examine the validity of an author’s arguments
or discussion. Television, magazines, and other media provide

" opportunities for using critical or evaluative questioning, For

example, “An eminent authority states thus and so. Under what
conditions might that not be true?” Being so critical that students
feel that their reading has been a waste of time is not helpful, but
presenting an alternative argument or conclusion may start
students analyzing their reading more carefully, and eventually

you want students to become critical readers who themselves
challenge assumptions and conclusiors.

Starting Discussion with a Problem -or Case

One of the biggest problems in teaching by discussion is focus.
Getting the discussion headed in the right direction and keeping
it there requires that both students and the instructor. be focused
on the same questions. One of the better methods for producing
focus is to use a problem or a case study as the main topic of
discussion. The chapter “Problem-Based Learning” discusses
problem-based learning and the case method in more detail, but

[
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Perhaps this is why I've never been very good at Socratic
teaching; nonetheless 1 believe that it can be used as an effective
method of stimulating student thinking, and it can have
the quality of an interesting game rather than of an inquisition.
The leading modern student of Socratic teaching is Allen Collins,
who has observed a variety of Socratic dialogues and analyzed
the strategies used (1977; Collins & Stevens, 1982).

Basically, most Socratic teachers attempt to teach students to

reason to general principles from specific cases. Collins (1977)
gives 23 rules, such as the following:

1. Ask about a known case. For example, if I were trying to
teach a group of teaching assistants about student cheating,

I might say, “Can you describe a situation in which cheating
occurred?”

2. Ask for any factors. “Why did the cheating occur?”

3. Ask for’ intermediate factors. If the student suggests a
factor that is not an immediate cause, ask for interme-
diate steps. For example, if a teaching assistant says, “Students
feel a lot of pressure to get good grades,” I might say, "Why did
the pressure for grades result in cheating in this situation?”

4. Ask for prior factors. If the student gives a factor that has
prior factors, ask for the prior factors. For example, “Why do stu-
dents feel pressure to get good grades?”

5. Form a general rule for an insufficient factor. For example,
“Do all students who feel pressure cheat?”

6. Pick a counterexample for an insufficient factor. For example,
“Do you think these students cheat on every test?”

7. Form a general rule for an unnecéssary factor. For example, if
a teaching fellow suggests that cheating occurs when tests are
difficult, I might say, “Probably the pressure to cheat is greater

when tests are difficult, but does cheating occur only on difficult
tests?”

8. Pick a counterexample for an unnecessary factor. For exam-

ple, “Is cheating likely to occur on college admissions tests, such
as the SAT?” '
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WHAT CAN I DO ABOUT NONPARTICIPANTS?

A primary barrier to discussion is the students’ feeling that
they are not learning. Occasional summaries during the hour not
only help students chart their progress but also help smooth out
communication problems. A summary need not be a statement of
conclusions. In many cases the most effective summary is a
restatement of the problem in terms of the issues resolved and
those remaining. Keeping a visible record on the chalkboard of
ideas, questions, data, or points to explore helps maintain focus
and give a sense of progress. Asking students to summarize
progress and what now needs to be done helps them develop as
learners.

Another common barrier to good discussion is the instructor”s
tendency to tell students the answer before the students have
developed an answer or meaning for themselves. Of course,
teachers can sometimes save time by tying things together or stat-
ing a generalization that is emerging. But all too often they do this
before the class is ready for it.

When you oppose a student’s opinions, you should be careful
not to overwhelm the student with the force of the criticism. Your
objective is to start discussion, not smother it. Give students an
opportunity to respond to criticisms, examining the point of view
that was opposed. Above all, avoid personal criticism of students.

And perhaps the most common barrier is our own discomfort.

We are not dispensing knowledge and not in control. It is all too
easy to slip back into our old methods of teaching.

*

WHAT CAN | DO ABOUT NONPARTICIPANTS? *

' /
In most classes some students talk too much, and others never
volunteer a sentence. What can the teacher do?

Unfortunately, most students are used to being passive recipi-
ents in class. Some of your students may come from cultures

*Some students who are reluctant to participate orally will participate in a
computer conference or by e-mail. Mano Singham of Case Western Reserve
University asked students to identify themselves as talkers or listeners and then

to discuss in each group how they could develop the skills of the other group. See
The National Teaching and Learning Forum, February 2004, 8(2).
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WHAT CAN I DO ABOUT NONPARTICIPANTS?

life history indicating their interests and experiences relevant to
the course. These autobiographies help me to gain a better knowl-
edge of each student as an individual, to know what problems or
illustrations will be of particular interest to a number of students,
and to know on whom I can call for special information. One of
the best ways of getting nonparticipants into the discussion is to
ask them to contribute in a problem area in which they have spe-
cial knowledge.

The technique of asking for a student’s special knowledge
deals directly with one of the major barriers to class discussion—
fear of being wrong. No one likes to look foolish, especially in a
situation where mistakes may be pounced upon by a teacher or
other students. One of the major reasons for the deadliness of a
question in which the teacher asks a student to {ill in the one right
word—such as, “This is an example of what?”’—is that it puts the
student on the spot. There is an infinity of wrong answers, and
obviously the teacher knows the one right answer; so why should
the student risk making a mistake when the odds are so much
against the student? And even if the answer is obvious, why look
like a pawn of the teacher?

One way of putting the student in a more favorable position is
to ask general questions that have no wrong answers. For exam-
ple, you can ask, “How do you feel about this?” or “How does
this look to you?” as a first step in analysis of a problem.
Students’ feelings or perceptions may not be the same as yours,
but as reporters of their own feelings, they can’t be challenged as
being inaccurate. While such an approach by no means eliminates
anxiety about participation (for an answer involves revealing
oneself as a person), it will more often open up discussion that
involves the student than will questions of fact. Problem posting,
the technique discussed in an earlier chapter as a method for
establishing objectives during the first day of class, is an example
of a discussion technique minimizing risk for students. It can be

useful in introducing a new topic at the conclusion of a topic, or
for analysis of an experiment or a literary work. An added advan-
tage is that it can be used in large as well as small groups. -
Another technique for reducing the risk of participation for
students is to ask a question a class period before the discussion and
ask students to write out answers involving an example from their




CHAPTER 5 FACILITATING DISCUSSION

own experience. Similarly, one can ask students to bring one ques-
fion to class for discussion. This helps participation, helps students
learn to formulate questions, and also provides feedback for you.

Finally remember that out-of-class learning is often more
important than that in class. E-mail, computer conferencing, and
other interactive technologies can support active learning, dis-
cussion, and debate.

All of these techniques will still not make every student into an
active, verbal participant. Two group techniques can help. One is
buzz groups; the other is the inner circle technique.

Buzz Groups—Peer Learning

One of the popular techniques for achieving student participation
in groups is the buzz session. In this procedure, classes are split
into small subgroups for a brief discussion of a problen. Groups
can be asked to come up with one hypothesis that they see as rel-
evant, with one application of a principle, with an example of a
concept, or with a solution to a problem. In large classes I march
up the aisles saying, #0Odd,” “Even,” #Qdd,” “Even” for each row
and ask the “odd” row to turn around to talk to the “even” Tow
behind, forming themselves into groups of four to six. I tell them
to first introduce themselves to one another and then to choose a
person to report for the group. Next they are to. get from each
member of the group one idea about the problem or question
posed. Finally they are to come up with one idea to report to the
total class. I give the group a limited time to work, sometimes five
minutes or less, occasionally ten minutes or more, depending on
the tasks. Peer-led discussions need not be limited to five or
ten minutes or even to the classroom (see the chapter “Active

Learning”).

The Inner Circle or Fishbowl

In using the inner circle technique 1 announce that at the next
class meeting we are going to have a class within a class, with sev-
eral of the students (6 to 15) acting as the discussion group and
the others as observers. I the classroom has movable chairs, 1
then arrange the seating in the form of concentric circles. 1 am
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HANDLING ARGUMENTS AND EMOTIONAL REACTIONS

the evidence for both points of view, but since teachers are
human, they are all too likely to become drawn into an argi-
ment in which they finally rest on their own authority. To give
yourself time to think, as well as to indicate understanding
and acceptance of the students’ point, I suggest listing the
objections on the board. (Incidentally, listing evidence or argu-
ments is also a good technique when the conflict is between

two members of the class.) Such listing tends to prevent repe-
tition of the same arguments. ’

s In any case it should be clear that conflict may be an aid to

learning, and the instructor need not frantically seek to
smother it.

s If you're having problems with a particular student, check

the chapter “Dealing with Student Problems and Problem
Students.” )

The Two-Column Method

Another of Maier’s (1952) techniques, the two-column method, is
a particularly offective use of the board in a situation in which
there is a conflict or where a strong bias prevents full considera-
tion of alternative points of view. Experimental studies (Hovland,
1957) suggest that when people hear arguments against their
point of view, they become involved in attempting to refute
the arguments rtather than listening and understanding.
Disagreement thus often tends to push the debaters into opposite
corners, in which every idea is right or wrong, good or bad, black
or white. The truth is often more complex and not in either
extreme. )

The two-column method is designed to permit consideration
of complications and alternatives. As in problem posting, before
the issues are debated, all the arguments on each side are listed on
the board. The leader heads two columns “Favorable to A” and
iRavorable to B” or “For” and “Against” and then asks for the
facts or arguments that group members wish to present. The
instructor’s task is to understand and record in brief the argu-
ments presented. If someone wishes to debate an argument
presented for the other side, the instructor simply tries to refor-
mulate the point so that it can be listed as a positive point in the
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TEACHING STUDENTS HOW TO LEARN THROUGH .. .

the student well arid the class is a small one in which thereisa good
deal of acceptance of one another, that might be appropriate. So
what will work depends on the student, the class, and your rela-
tionship with the student. Whatever the case, try to be understand-
ing and nonconfrontational. Keep cool. This, too, will pass.

TEACHING STUDENTS HOW TO LEARN
THROUGH DISCUSSION

I have already implied that classes don’t automatically carry on
effective discussions. To a large extent students have to learn how
to learn from discussions just as they have to learn how to learn
from reading. How can this occur?

First, they need to understand the importance of discussion for
learning. Expressing one’s understanding or ideas and getting
reactions from other students and the teacher makes a big differ-
ence in learning, retention, and use of knowledge.

What skills need to be learned? One skill is clarification of
what the group is trying to do—becoming sensitive to confusion
about what the group is working on and asking for clarification.

_ Asecond attribute is the students’ development of a willingness
to talk about their own ideas openly and to listen and respond to

- others’ ideas. It is important for students to realize that it is easy to

deceive themselves about their own insights or understandings
and that verbalizing an idea is one way of getting checks on and
extensions of it. Teachers can encourage development of listening
skills by asking one group member to repeat or paraphrase what
another said before responding to it, and repeatedly pointing out
the purpose and values students gain from discussion. ,
A third skill is planning. Discussions are sometimes frustrating
because they are only getting under way when the end of the
class period comes. If this results in continuation of the discussion
outside the class, so much the better, but often learning is facili-
tated if students learn to formulate the issues and determine what
‘out-of-class study or follow-up is necessary before the group
breals up.
A fourth skill is building on others” ideas in such a way as to
increase their motivation rather than make them feel punished or
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TAKING MINUTES OR NOTES: SUMMARIZH\IG

One of the problems with discussion is students’ feeling thatl_fd;e\z
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UNLINE Wig s -

the period or ask students to contribute to a swmmary. Better jfet,

use the last five to ten minutes for getting feedback. For example, -

ask students to write a summary of the issues discussed, the pros
and cons, and their conclusions.

ONLINE DISCUSSIONS

E-mail, listservers, computer conferences, and other online expe-
riences extend the opportunities for discussion. They also pro-
vide practice in writing. They can facilitate cooperative learning.
The impersonality of e-mail may reduce the inhibitions of those
who are shy in the classroom, but research suggests that it may
also reduce inhibitions against rudeness.f,Thus, in initiating an
online discussion, remind your students that respect for others
and rational support for arguments are justas important online as
in the classroom.

You also need to be clear about your expectations for partici-
pation. I have used online discussions off and on since it first
became possible to do so, but my success has been variable. If
1 simply recommend use of the opportunity, a few students who
Jove computers participate, but their discussions often have little
to do with the course. 1 tried posting questions, topics, or prob-
lems, and that helped some, but many students still did not par-
ticipate. One of my teaching assistants, Richard Velayo, tackled
this problem for his dissertation. He found that what worked best
was to require discussion of a question each week.

|N CONCLUSION

Teaching by discussion differs from lecturing because you never
know what is. going to happen. At times this is anxiety-
producing, at times frustrating, but more often exhilarating. It
provides constant challenges and opportunities for both you and
the students to learn. When you can listen for several minutes

without intervening, you will have succeeded.

RS
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How to Make Lectures
More Effective

~Yhe lecture is probably the oldest teaching method and still
the method most widely used in universities throughout the

4. world. Through the ages a great deal of practical wisdom
about techniques of lecturing has accumulated. Effective lecturers
combine the talents of scholar, writer, producer, comedian, enter-
tainer, and teacher in ways that contribute to student learning.
Nevertheless, it is also true that few college professors combine
these talents in optimal ways and that even the best lecturers are
not always in top form. Lectures have survived despite the inven-
tion of printing, television, and computers.

Is the lecture an effective method of teaching? If it is, under
what conditions is it most effective? I will tackle these questions
not only in light of research on the lecture as a teaching method
but also in terms of analyses of the cognitive processes used by
students in lecture classes.
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