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A DISCUSSIOiN FOR GROUP DISCUSSION LEADERS 

So! You're going to be a group discussion leader: It's a job 
that most of us try to avoid. It means that we usually have to 
prepare more than the others. It means that we're usually more 
nervous than the others. And, it usually means that we have to 
be more alert and not as "free" during the meeting as the others. 
But...you've got the assignment anal you're going to do your best. 
This one-way discussion is designed to help álleviate some of your 
concerns and to give you some hints that we hope will prove helpful 
to you in your unenviable task. 

First, look at the bright side. Everyone, including educators, 
government officials, psychologists, and even philosophers, agree 
that group discussion is absolutely essential to both individual 
growth and the democratic process. The bargaining, interaction, 
compromise, and creativity that result from a discussion help the 
group and the individuals within it. The group gains because the 
combined knowledge and opinions of its members clarify and strengthen 
its position. Moreover, research indicates that individuals benefit 
from discussion in at least seven ways. They: 1) increase their 
ability to express themselves in a group; 2) add to their critical 
thinking skills; 3) gain knowledge through shared experiences; 4) 
gain increased tolerance for others' views; 5) learn to better 
analyze their own and others' points of view; 6) better realize 
that the "truth" is not simple, but complex and many-sided; and 
7) gain motivation for increased participation in public issues. 
So, now that you see how much better off you, the group, and the 
group's members will be as a result of your discussion, you're eager 
and ready to go...aren't you? 

The rest of this guide is devoted to specific questions and answers 
concerning discussions and how to lead them. 

What types of issues and topics are best suited for discussions? 

The two usual purposes for discussion are 1) for learning about 
issues and resolving value conflicts among group members; and 2) 
for developing policies or plans for action after group agreement 
on the issues. This means that simple factual issues are seldom 
good group discussion topics. Instead, open-ended topics, ones 
for which there are no clear-cut answers, lead to lively and useful 
discussions. For example, there would be little use in having a 
discussion about "what position did various interest groups take 
for and against the construction of Chicago's Crosstown Expressway? 
On the other hanc;, your group would probably have a good discussion 
if it had to decide whether to endorse one position or the other. 

One of the best results of group discussion is the stimulation of 
divergent thinking. Discussion roadens each participant's intell-
ectual horizons, helps clarify her or his own opinions, and measures 
one's own views against those of others. 



Is there a "best" way to set up the room for discussion? 

Discussion is improved and encouraged when the participants can see 
each other. Facial expressions and "body language" are as important 
as speech in many cases. So, put the chairs in a circle or semi-circle 
if at all possible. The leader should sit with the group--not in the 
middle or on a raised stage or standing up. This indicates that you 
are "part of the group" and encourages more open discussion. Any ob-
servers should be encouraged to join in. Don't let them stand against 
the walls or walk around the group. 

What about the size of the group? 

You need enough participants to generate divergent opinions--usually 
about six to eight. Any group larger than 15-20 begins to become un-
wieldy, although groups of 30-40 can be productive if handled well. One 
good way to deal with controversial issues in large groups is to break 
them into smaller groups of six to ten. Have them answer several questions 
or discuss the issues among themselves. Then, re-form into one group 
and ask one or two people from each smaller group to summarize the 
opinions stated and the group's concensus. This solves one of the main 
próblems of groups that are too large--the need to allow everyone to 
express opinions and feel that he or she has made a contribution. 

How do I start? 

First, some "don'ts." Don't call for an early "vote" on an issue. That 
hardens everyone's position and will stifle further interaction. Don't 
give your opinion first. That will also reduce interaction and will divide 
the group into "agree with you" and "disagree with you" sides. A good 
way to begin would be to ask a member to state the issue as he or she 
perceives it and then to ask if anyone sees it differently. A few questions 
or issues in writing or on a chalkboard can also be used as an opening 
device. A discussion guide like this is especially helpful if you're 
going to use sub-groups. 

What kind of problems might I encounter? 

Every discussion will have some difficulties. Some of the more common 
ones and possible solutions are described below. 

1. Getting off the topic. This is why we need you--the discussion 
leader. First, make sure that the seemingly irrelevant 
comments are just that. Ask the participant to relate the 
comment to the issue. You may have to say "I think that this 
is a little off the topic," and then look for another contrib-
utor. On the other hand, the group may want to pursue the new 
topic for a whi'e. That's fine as long as they recognize it 
and agree to return to the main issue in a few minutes. 



2. Domination by a minority. Some people are more verbal, or 
more angry, or more knowledgeable than others. You may have 
to overlook them and ask a guieter person a specific question. 
You may have to say something like "You've stated your 
position very well, Anne, but I'm interested in what Brenda 
(or the rest of the group) feels about the topic." Resist 
any attempts by the minority to force a decision prior to 
hearing all group members. 

3. A lagging discussion. This is the fear of every group leader. 
In some cases, the participants aren't interested in the 
topic. Other times, they might be unprepared or fearful of 
talking in front of a group. One remedy is to ask a member 
to summarize what has been said. Then ask if anyone has any-
thing to add. Another technique is to "personalize" the 
question. For example, if the discussion is about the use 
of phone wiretaps to deter crime, ask "Would you permit your phone 
to be tapped?" A third approach is to restate a general 
statement in such a way that it provokes discussion. For 
example, if a discussion about working mothers lags because 
everyone seems to be against it, you could ask "pre you saying 
that no mother should work outside the home?" Usually, the 
"exceptions" to the statement will result in increased group 
interaction. 

4. A "too heated" discussion. On many issues, the problem is not 
"lagging" discussions, but ones that are so controversial that 
the problem is how to cool them down. An effective technique 
(frequently used in marital counseling) is to require each 
speaker to restate the previous speaker's position. For 
example, an angry, red-faced participant might say "Howard 
said that he supperts forcing Spanish speaking children to 
speak and read from English language texts because it would 
encourage their acceptance by the Anglo majority. Well, I 
disagree because...." This technique not only cools down 
the discussion because it's time-consuming, but it also en-
courages listening to other views and eliminates some misconcep-
tions. This technique can become tedious rather quickly, so use 
it carefully. Another approach is to ask a participant who 
is not too excited to state what he or she believes the con-
flict is. Don't ask the person to "side" with anyone--just state 
their perception of the argument. Then ask the conflicting 
individuals or groups if that is accurate. Usually, that will 
provide a "cooling-down" period. In some cases, you'll simply 
have to say, "This is counter-productive. We all need to calm 
down and speak more quiet4." 

How should the discussion conclude? 

A lot depends on the meeting's purpose. If the idea is to agree on a 
plan of action, some sort of vote may be necessary, although good dis-
cussion leaders attempt to reach concensus rather than alienate some group 



members. Asking for "summary statements" of the discussion is ex-
tremely helpful--especially if the topic will be discussed in the future. 
These should be put on a chalkboard and/or duplicated for distribution. 

Another useful technique is to ask if anyone has had his/her opinion 
altered and in what ways. This illustrates both group and individual 
growth as a result of the discussion and makes the group realize that 
the meeting was important and helpful. 

If the issue is to be discussed again, try to agree on an agenda, some 
assignments, or a few new questions that will be considered next time. 

Finally, use all your influence to try to get out of being the dis-
cussion leader next time. You've done an outstanding job in a difficult 
task. It's somebody else's turn now. 
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