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Chapter 12

Classroom Discussion

Purpose of the Chapter

The focus of this chapter is on discourse and discussion, key teaching approaches for enhancing student thinking and uniting the cognitive and social aspects of learning. The chapter begins with a discussion of the basic characteristics of discussion and an overview of its theoretical and empirical underpinnings. Several discussion variations are described along with detailed description on how to plan and conduct discussion lessons. The chapter concludes with recommendations about how teachers can improve the discourse patterns in their classrooms.
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Overview of Classroom Discussion

· Discourse and discussion are key ingredients for enhancing student thinking and uniting the cognitive and social aspects of learning.
· When experienced teachers refer to classroom discourse, they often use the label discussion to describe what they are doing. Classroom discussions are characterized by students and teachers talking about academic materials and by students willingly displaying their thinking processes publicly.
· Discourse can be thought of as externalization of thinking and has both cognitive and social importance.
· The primary instructional goals of a discussion lesson are to improve student thinking, to promote involvement and engagement in academic materials, and to learn important communication and thinking skills.
· The general flow or syntax for a discussion lesson consists of five major phases: provide objectives and set; focus the discussion; and debrief the discussion.
· The structure of the learning environment for discussion lessons is characterized by open processes and active student roles.
Theoretical and Empirical Support
· Studies for a good many years have described how discourse patterns in most classrooms do not afford effective dialogue among students or promote much discovery or higher-level thinking.
· A substantial knowledge base exists that informs teachers on how to create positive discourse systems and to hold productive discussions. Studies also provide guidelines about the types of questions to ask and how to provide appropriate pacing for students to think and to respond.
· Most classroom discourse proceeds at too rapid a pace. Teachers can obtain better classroom discourse by slowing down the pace and giving themselves and their students opportunities to think before they respond.
Planning and Conducting Discussion Lessons
· An important task for a discussion lesson is deciding on which approach to use. There are several kinds of discussions. Major approaches include using discussion in conjunction with other teaching methods; recitation discussions; discovery or inquiry discussions; and discussions to clarify values and share personal experiences.
· Other important planning tasks for teachers to consider include determining the purposes of the discussion; being aware of students' prior knowledge and discourse skills; making plans for how to approach the discussion; and determining the type of questions to ask.
· Placing students in circles or using U-shaped seating arrangements facilitates classroom discussions.
· Primary tasks for teachers as they conduct a discussion consist of focusing the discussion; keeping the discussion on track; keeping a record of the discussion; making sure students' ideas are listened to; and providing appropriate wait time.
· Students' ideas should be responded to with dignity, and teachers should help students extend their ideas by seeking clarification, getting students to consider alternative ideas, and labeling thinking processes students are displaying.
· Teachers must be aware of discourse differences of gender as well as those that stem from race and class. To be effective, they must adapt discussions to meet the diverse language patterns of their students.

Managing the Learning Environment

· In general, discussion and classroom discourse patterns can be improved if teachers slow down the pace and use methods to broaden participation. It is also helpful to teach students to try to understand one another and have high interpersonal regard for each other's ideas and feelings.
· Teaching students four specific interpersonal communication skills (paraphrasing, behavior description, and impression checking) can enhance the quality of classroom discourse and students' regard for each other.
· Specific visual tools such as the think-pair-share cueing device and the thinking matrix can help students learn discourse and thinking skills.
· For students to become effective in the discourse system and during specific discussions requires that student discourse skills be taught just as directly as academic content and other academic skills. The direct instruction model can be used to teach these important skills.
Assessment and Evaluation

· Assessment and evaluation tasks appropriate for discussion consist of finding ways to follow up on discussions and to grade students for their contributions.
· Teachers use two ways to grade discussions: giving bonus points to students who consistently appear to be prepared and who make contributions, and grading reflective writing assignments based on the content of the discussion.
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Strategies for Teaching Chapter 12

Several of the overall activities described at the beginning of this section should be considered for helping teach students how to plan and conduct discussion lessons and to reflect on their lessons. In addition, the following activities can help students understand key aspects of discussion.

Present and Explain

Activity 1: Video on Discussion

Purpose: To provide students with an overview of classroom discussion.
Strategy: Show the video “Classroom Discussion” that was created specifically for Learning to Teach. Use it as a springboard for small-group or whole-class discussion about the different ways discussion strategies can be used in the classroom, its syntax, and the learning goals it can achieve. Examples of elementary and secondary classrooms are provided in the video.

Small Group and Experiential
Activity 2: Facilitating Discussions

Purpose: To help students appreciate the complexity of facilitating discussions.

Strategy: Before students read Chapter 12, give them a general knowledge topic such as women’s rights, a World War II event, or a current news event. Have students spend five minutes of class writing several discussion questions on the topic. Collect these questions and set them aside. After students have read the chapter, return the questions and have students analyze the type and level of their questions and assess their potential for facilitating discussion. At this point have students complete “Assessing My Discussion and Discourse Skills,” found in Chapter 12 of the Guide to Field Experiences and Portfolio Development, and use both the questions and the self-assessment as springboards for discussing the complexities of facilitating discussions.

Activity 3: Questions and Wait Time

Purpose: To help students analyze teacher use of questions and wait time.

Strategy: Divide the class into two groups and have them observe a videotaped discussion. Have one group use “Observing Teacher Use of Questions and Wait-Time” found in Chapter 12 of the Guide to Field Experiences and Portfolio Development. Have the second group use “Observing Discussion in Microteaching or Classrooms,” also found in Chapter 12 of the Guide to Field Experiences and Portfolio Development. After each group meets to pool, analyze, and discuss their data, form small teams that include students from each group. Have the teams share their findings and discuss the implications of these findings for planning their own discussion lessons.

Field Work and Portfolio
Activity 4: Student Participation in Discussion

Purpose: To provide students with practice with planning for and conducting discussions and considering issues around student participation in discussion.

Strategy: Facilitating effective classroom discussion is an important and challenging task for a prospective teacher. Genuine discourse only occurs when participants are discussing issues at an appropriate level of complexity. To facilitate genuine discussion in a microteaching setting, have students develop discussion lesson plans focused on current events. Use the lesson plan format for classroom discussion found in Chapter 12 of the Guide to Field Experiences and Portfolio Development. While the lesson is being taught, the “teacher” or a peer observer may use “Observing Student Participation in Discussion” (in the guide) to gather data on student participation. After teaching, students can analyze their lesson tapes using either of the two observation instruments in the chapter ("Observing Teacher Use of Questions and Wait-Time” (in the Guide) or “Observing Discussion in Microteaching or Classrooms.” The students should have enough data to develop a thoughtful analysis of the discussion and their role in facilitating it. Have students consider the problems associated with getting broad participation during a whole-class discussion.
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