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ABSTRACT

The paper describes “he basic features and technigues
of a specific kind of discussion group, the Grouptalk. Grouptalk,
especiaily useful in the e¢lementary grades, is a fcimal discussion of
a question by a small group and a leader. Farticipants follow the
specific rules that all ccntribute relevantly tc the discussion and
that all help in the effort tc summarize it. Basic features of a
Grouptalk session include a regular weekly meeting frecm 30 to 45
pinut~s in a special room equipped with a chalkboard, tape recorder,
and - finition cards. The defiriticn cards illustrate the rules of
Grouptaik; the question written on the chalkbcard erables the group
to refer to the topic at all times. Three to six children comprise
the most effective group. The functions ¢f the leader are to guide
strategy, to keep the groppsrelevant, and to see that & summary is
achieved. Cognitive skills enfcrced by Grouptalk include beirng
relevant, summarizing, integrating, c¢ateqgorizing, defining teras,
Finpointing causes of disagreement, ard becoming ccnscicus of )
strategy. Skills gained through effective participation in Grouptalk
"are the ability for self-expressicm, cooperation, and leading a
discussion. Implications for the use of Grouptalk in evaluating
students, in curriculum cecnstructicn, and in psychclogical research
are noted. {KC)
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Introduction

In p!h’ﬁg new curricalum materials, we place much em-
phasis on not merely increasing children’s factual knowledge,
but rather on improving their cognitive skills. This emphasis
makes it important to investigate various new ways of instruct-
it.g. The “Grouptalk” is one device which specifically attempts
to improve a cognitive skill; it was developed by Dr. Whipple
while she was working with children who were being taught
an carly experimental version of "Man: A Course of Study.”

Dr. Whipple received her doctorate from Radcliffe College.
Her career has included periods of college teaching, therapy,
and rescarch; the laiter has been in the fields of social psy-
chology, clinical psychology, and educational psychology. At

present she is a consultant teacher at the Underwood School in |

Newton, Massachusetts, doing additional research to follow up
some of the questions raised in the present paper, especially
how to make the Grouptalk technique described here suitable
for lower age levels (second graders) and what benefits can be
derived from it in other areas, for example, in teacher training.

Peter WOLFF
Editorial Director

January, 1967
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The Grouptalk

by Bahette S. Whipple

\ This paper describes a specific type of discussion, the “Group-
“talk,” and explores its usefulness. This pedagogical device with
an odd name evolved during the summer of 1965 as a by-product
of £8.I's Elementary School Social Studies Project. My goal,
at the outset, was to investigate children’s thinking by teaching
them how to participate better in a formal small group discus-
sion. Censidcrable disagreement over the meaning of the phrase
“good formal discussion” made it imperative to find a distinctive
name for the new activity I had in mind; hence, “Grouptalk.”
Although I had no firm convictivns on how to improve children’s
discussions, neither had anvone else as far as I knew.

General guide lines emerged from a consideration of con-
temnporary trends in educational gouls. Today we stress the im-
portance of preparing children tor the world of tomorrow, where
the extraordinary acceleration of technological change will have
made obsolete the neeu ta transmit today’s know-how by cre-
ating new technologies und social problems for which there
now is no specific relevant body of information. In a world of
change, goals of cducation change. Taday's educators are in-
creasingly aware of the need to develop enrricula which will
equip <hildren to meet the unknown world of tomorrow. The
Indian Minister, Ashok Mehta, has said, “In former times the
teacher could provide his students with a map to guide them
through life: now the best thing he can give them is a compass.”
The compass is understanding, Over fifty years ago Alfred N.
Whitchead defined education as “the acquisition of the art of
the utilization of knowledge.” He cantioned against the mental
dry-rot induced by cducating with inert ideas. “ideas received
into the mind without being utilized.” Current terminology de-
seribes Mehta's compass and Whitchead's art under the rubric
iof “teaching for understanding”

Still another trend in the current statement of the goals of
cducation is the emphasis placed on helping children gain the
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emotional maturity that is a sine qua non for academic accom-
plishment. Increasingly the school is seen as the place where
children should be helped to increase their learning capacity as
well as their cognitive skills and their basic store of information,
Creativity, flexibjlity, understanding ~ these are among the qual-
ities educators strive to achieve. The traditional school methods
of memorizing subject matter are seen as poor techniques to
prepare today's youth for their tomorrow.,

Roger Revelle lists somie of the habits of thought, attitudes
and values that he believes should be instilled by the new
education:

“Prablem-solving ability. helief in experimentation, and
cmpiricism; love of innovation, creativitv; self-confidence;
optimism. ability to continue learning throughout life;
bringing out individual abilities; sclf—giscipiiné in work;
co-ordination between hand and brain; public morality
and responsibility; management and decision-making
ability; ingenuity and inventiveness; living harmoniously
with oiher people.”

Looking at group discussion within this broader context, it
scemed clear to me that I should attempt to mold it into a flexi-
ble tool for future use. I assumed that this could best be ac-
complished by helping children become aware of the factors
involved in a good discussion. Self-consciousness of the process
would, along with practice, improve performance. Fifth graders
(the children with whom T worked) should gain some mastery
of the basic elements: understanding the question, remaining
relevant, and swramarizing the results. T assumed further that
the children would learn more about the art of discussion if -
they became active participants. This would be more likely,
especially for shy and inarticulate children and those who had
little confidence in the value of their ideas, if the atmosphere
of the discnssion session were supportive. The implications of
this philosophy became the cornerstone of the discussion pro-
cedure. Children's ideas, whether good or bad, correct or in-
correct, would be allowed full expression so long as they re-
mained relevant to the topic under consideration,  As leader of
the discussions, 1 therefore would avoid the WHAT of the dis-
cussion in favor of concentrating on the HOW. With these guide
lines established, the project weat forward.

Soon after its inception, Henry 11 Atkins, Principal of the
Underwnod School in Newton, where the ES. I summer session

6
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THE GROUPTALK

was 'ield, became an active collaborator. Ten sessions were held
with fifth grade children. These formal discussions, we felt, did
provide insights into the pature of children’s thinking and did
increase the relevance of their participation in discussions and
in their capacity to summarize. We were not particularly sur-
prised to §nd positive results. What astonished us was the wealth
of additional, unanticipated gains our Grouptalks yielded for
teachers and children alike. The new pedagogical device was
powerful, of wider scope than initially envisaged. Besides teach-
" ing children to participate more meaningfully in group discus-
sions, we found we were increasing a variety of cognitive skills
and affecting basic attitudes toward thinking. We were also
getting to know the children and becoming acquainted with
facets of their personality and aspects of their thinking besides
those revealed by classroom observation. The sessions were
exciting.

Daniel N. Washburn, a research colleague, also participated
in these sessions and was co-author of the initial report. His
interest centered on aspects of children’s thinking that emerged
as vivid phenomena under the scarchlight provided by the group
discussion. '

It was the enthusiasm of Mr. Atkins for the Grouptalk as a
novel pedagogical technique that led to explorations of its po-
tentialities for use in the classroom. We wondered what factors
were relevant to its success. What were the repeatable and
nceessary elements in a Grouptalk? 1 became more engrossed
with the Grouptalk as a potential addition to tHe school cur-
riculum than with it as a tool for psychological research. In a
sense this paper represents an outgrowth of our on-going dia-
logue on the topic: discussions for school children. His sus-
tained interest and his wisdom with regard to teachers as well
as children were essential in bringing the Grouptalk from its
tentative beginnings as a method of investigating children’s
thinking to its present state as a promising multipurpose tool,
pedagogical, evaluative and rzsearch.

During the fall of 1965, with the generous cooperation of
several Underwood School teachers, we refined the technique
by conducting another two dozen sessions. Patricia W. Asch,
Ethel B. Cutler, Marjorie Stein and others at E.S.I. participated
as ‘Grouptalk leaders and joined i our discussions of it as a
pedagogical and evaluation device. The next step in the evo-
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lution of the method was a result of Dr. Jerome S. Bruner's re-
quest to prepare a teacher’s manual on how to conduct a Group-
talk. Trying to communicate the essentials to teachers led to
the discovery of important features of our technique we had not
yet verbalized. We resumed explorations of the technique in
the spring of 1968 by conducting roughly a dozen discussions
with first graders and by writing the present paper. Some of
the ideas expressed here emerged from discussions with two au-
thorities in the feld of small groups, Professor Robert F. Bales
of Harvard and Professor Robert Chin of Boston University.

Grouptalk continues to evolve an interesting identity, Much
remains to be discovered about its characteristics and its poten-
tialities. We hope these introductory remarks have conveyed
some idea of the exploratory nature of the discussion sessions.
At the end of the paper we will look briefly at areas in need of
further exploration. The main focus of the paper, however, is
a description of the basic features of the Grouptalk and its po-
tential usefulness as: (1) a multi-purpose technique in the
school curriculum, {2) a helpful device for curriculum builders,
and (3) a tcol for psychological researci..

DEFINITION AND PURPOSE OF THE GROUPTALK

Grouptalk is defined as:

a formal discussion of a question by a small group and a

leader following the specific rules that all members of the

ﬁroup contribute relevantly to the discussion.and that all
elp in the effort to summarize it.

The definition needs elucidation. The Grouptalk is. formal
only in the sensc that the discussions are limited by the specific
rules. The atmosphere is not formal. The necessary constraints
imposed by adherence to the rules are productive; they do not
discourage lively exchanges of honest opinion. The definition
specifies the subject matter of the discussion in only one way:

7
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THE CGROUPTALX

- the topic must be presented'in the form of n.question. The con-

tent of the question is left to the discretion of the leader, or even
to the wishes of the group. “Small group” means three to six
participants, or children in the present coutext. .

Implicit in the definition are three primary functions of the
leader: (1) to direct strategy, (2) to keep the group relevant,
and (3) to see that a summary is achieved. The leader’s par-
ticipation in the discussion should encourage the children to
focus on talking to each other rather than on talking to him.
Also implicit is the fact that from the beginning the leader
shares with the group the responsibility for ensuring adherence
to the rules. By doing this, the teacher prepares for a gradual
transfer of leadership to a student. The definition, it is important
to note, states the discussion is to be held “by a small group
and a leader.” It does not say “adult leader.”

The outstanding lesson learned from writing the “Talk to
Teachers” concerns a feature essential to the Grouptalk, but not
explicit in its definition: the fact that content is of subsidiary
interest. Although all-important in usual small group discussions,
content is of minor concern in the Grouptalk. We learnued it is
very difficult to convey to teachers the importance of this feature
and explain unequivocally what is meant by it. Briefly, we feel
that to fulfill properly his function as leader in this formal type
of discussion, the teacher must focus on the how of the discus-
sion while disregarding the natural urge to elicit information
and to correct errors. Grouptalks are not vehicles for com-
municating information. They teach children how to think, not
what to think. The teacher concentrates his attention on the
process rather than on the content of the discussion.

Our insistence on this cardinal rule for Grouptalk leaders is

" based on two lines of reasoning. First, we firmly believe that

the multiple gains derived from this type of small group discus-
sion emerge only when the leader restricts himself to comments
about the discussion process, He must not enter into the chil-
dren’s discussion of content. When he reverts to his conventional
focus on content, children tend to lose their involvement in the
subject matter and become uncreative. They feel free to assume
responsibility for what they say only when the leader relinquishes
hisqontrolby;emainingdlentonmstterscfeonmntmdby
accepting all of their relevant ideas, whether they be true or

false. The assumption of individual responsibility for thinking

9
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OCCASIONAL PAPER NO. 10

is the magic ingredient, we believe, in the effectiveness of this
pedagogical tool for children.

The second reason for adhering to the cardinal rule, ie, to
refrain from correcting misinformation and from asking leading
questions, is that there are other ways and other tmes in the
school curriculum available to the teacher for teaching studeats
factual material and for correcting misinformation noted during
the Grouptalk session. A related point, as we shall see in the
section on evaluation, is that a good Grouptalk ssssion can
provide the teacher with valuable insights about various kinds
of misinformation that need correcting.

Our experiences indicate that all teachers feel they are not
being true to their profession when they allow children's incor-
rect statements to go unchallenged. They believe that errors
uncorrected will be perpetuated, and perbaps even more firmly
entrenched because of the vividness of exchanges during the
sessions, It is only with great difficulty at first that teachers
can refrain from correcting misinformation or eliciting new
information through the use of leading questions. After her first

observation of a Grouptalk session an-experienced teacher com-
mented: '

“I can understand bis (another teacher’s) reactions. The
compulsion to direct, control, admonish, restrain—in other
words, to regulate the children’s conduct—is irresistible.
Will all teachers react this way? Will not involvement of
teachers in this Grouptalk project mean inculcating an
entirely new set of attitudes?”

Fortunately, feelings such as these do not seem to interfere
with the ability of teachers to be good Grouptalk leaders. Nor

do they necessarily last long. The following week the same
teacher wrote:

“Conducting a Grouptalk turned out to be less complicated
than I had anticipated. I found I felt at ease in leading
the children’s discussion and in re-directing their attention
at various times.”

Teachers often successfully avoid focusing on content with-
out knowing it. One teacher’s first attempt to lead a Grouptalk
resulted in an excellent session, yet she mistakenly assessed her
internctions with the children as too diréetive. Our emphasis on
the frustrating necessity of being nondirective with respect to
informational content was the source of her confusion. She
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THE GHOUPTALX

forgot the equally basic need on the part of the leader to help
keep the discussion relevant; because she had been directive
in this way she concluded she had interfered with content:

“Despite the obvious success of the discussion, I felt
severely restricted in not being able to direct, to correct
and contfradict. Although the students mentioned man
valid differences between humans and animals and al-
tlxoﬁh they did not stray from the iopic, I thought I
failed as a nondirective leader. I kept asking questions
such as: “Would you explain what you mean by that?”
“Can you?ntellnus more?” ";V}i:fit do )éou think al ut his
comment?” “Do you agree ou disagree, please say
s0.” “Why do you think that?” );Iowwer in s;gte of my
doubts, Mrs. Whipple stated that these were very non-
directive questions and that I was not answer-pulling. As
a teacher I felt frustrated in not being able to correct
misconceptions: Kay felt that animals had ceremonies and
that parrots could be taught to read. I wanted simply to
tell her that these ideas were incorrect.”

What the Grouptalk is Not

The preceding comments on the cardinal rule of the Group-
talk have, I hope, helped to clarify the need we felt to identify
this type of group discussion by a special name. It is new, yet
easily mistaken for othér types with which we are all familiar.
A name of its own differentiates it from conventional forms of
group discussior;, thereby calling attention to characteristics
peculiar to it and necessary to its efficacy.

The Grouptalk is not: (1) a discussion conducted with the
classroom as a whole, or (2) a bull session that rambles on from
topic to topic. In a good Grouptalk the discussion may flow
freely, the atmosphere may be like that of a bull session, but
channeling by the rules—leader and group working together
to follow them—keeps everyone's remarks relevant to the topic
under consideration. (3) Nor should it be confused with a
classroom small-group discussion. In such discussions with a
few children at a time, the subject might be a social studies
lesson, plans for « fortheoming play, or a science project. Typical-
ly the teacher involves all of the students in the discussion and
tries to keep them relevant. The purpose of these discussions,
however (and here we get to the heart of the matter), is to
increase the children’s factual knowledge, to enlarge the scope

11
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of their understanding, or to help them decide on a course of
action. The Grouptalk leader, on the other hand, attempts none
of these things. His purpose is to help the children become more
skilled in the art of thinking gvhile teaching them to be better
participants in & discussion.

Finally, (4) there are important differences between the
Crouptalk and the Socratic dialogue, aithough both have as
their aim the stimulation of thought. The discussions led by
the Greek philosopher show the imprint of a wise man, a person
who knew many of the answers to the questions he posed. By
carefully selected questions Socrates tried to glicit from his re-
sposlents an integrated world-view, one w challenged the
casy acceptance of\everyday, commonplice Athenian beliefs.
Today'’s teacher who Ruows where he wants to lqud the students
and is adept in guiding them with questions thréugh the maze
of implications in their statements can be effective when conduct-
ing a Socratic dialogue.

The teacher who wants to provide . compass rather than a
map for his students is more apt to enjoy the challenge of the
Grouptalk. Paradoxically, the Grouptalk leader need not be wise.
He need not know the answer to the question he has asked. In
fact, it is much better if he does not have in mind a specific
answer that he hopes the students will discover. If he is a good
leader, the children themselves will open up new paths of
thought—-for, when freed from adult restraints, their mgenuity
and imagination are exciting to foliow.

-

Basic FeaTUures oF A GROUPTALK SESSION

The definition of Grouptalk, we have seen, determines to a
certain extent the manner in which it should be held. There
are tremendous variations possible, however, dependingg upon
the quality of the leadership and on the age and experience
of the participants. The brief description in this section of the
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procedure we consider optimal with fifth graders provides an
understanding of how we translated our original diffuse tool
into a specific pedagogical technique and relates the translation
to our basic assumptions about learning. With this background
we can then proceed more meaningfully to the three sections
on uses of the Grouptalk. Although these comments on pro-
cedure describe the optimal conditions for teaching children,
specifically fifth graders, how to be good participants in a group
discussion, they are not intended as a manual of instruction.
For those who are interested in specific suggestions on how to
lead a Grouptalk under a varicty of conditions at the fifth grade
level, there is a “Talk to Teachers” on this subject.

The Setting

{nder ideal conditions the Grouptalk session takes place at
a regular time cach week in a special room equipped with chalk-
hoard, tape recorder, and a set of definition cards. The leader
and carefully selected children discuss a question which has
been chosen in advance. The time allowed for the session—30 to
45 minutes—is sufficient for the discussion and a replay of the
tape at the end. Some of the features in this description are
non-essential in the sense that a Grouptalk could be held with-
out them. We believe all are important if the session is to yield
maximum benefits; we will try to indicate what each feature
contributes to maximizing the effectiveness of the Grouptak.

'The Tape Recorder

The purpose of the tape recorder goes beyond increasing
the enjoyment of the session and providing & powerful motiva-
tion for participation. Without it, the value of the Grouptalk
as a pedagogical device is considerably diminished.® It permits

® Passibly the definition of Grouptalk should even include the tape re-
corder; but since we have always used one in our sessions we hesitate to

amend the definition without exploration of the consequences of not using
a tape recorder,

the children to confront the experience they have just been
through, to observe themselves and others as contributors and

* as interacting members of a group. The children’s interest in

this confrontation is high. Given the choice, they always want
13
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. ‘o listen to the playback. The leader, with questions and com-
ments, uses their interest in the tape to heighten awareness of

various elements that contribute to good discussion.

To some extent the tape recorder also acts as a constraint
on imrelevance when the students are told thers will be an
immediate replay of the sessi6n to check evance of the
discission and the completeness of the summary at the-end. It
helps in other important ways, as we shall see in the next section.

The tape recorder is° obviously essential when the Grouptalk
session is part of a research project. It seems to be equallf
necessary when used by the classroom teacher whose muin
concern is evaluation. Its function in this' context is elucidated
by one teacher’s. comments after observing her first Grouptalk:

“I was amazed at how much of the children’s discussion

I had actually not heard. Listenirg to the playback I

heard detajls and comments I had completely missed. I

fmmdmzus?ﬁ mentally remarking, ‘I don’t remember that

part at alll’™

" Later when she led a discussion she wrote,

“T found I 'ﬁ}; at easeedin Ifﬁ.;ling the children’s digecus—
sion. . .. knowiedge that proceedings were

taped wasga.rtofthe fqean%ofsecuﬁty. Iknewlcoﬁﬁ
then refresh my memory evaluate the talk after the
session was completed. Significant evaluation®of the chil-
dren’s remarks made freely or trigﬁmed by the teacher's
eomments and directions cannot, judging from my experi-
ence, be accomplished without the help of the tape play-
back. It is impossible to take notes of any consequence
while leading the discussion. A teacher is too busy keep-
ing a sharp check on his compulsive desire to control

proceedings and at the same time keep the children on ™~

the path. ' _
This teacher is a highly experienced observer, skilled among

" other things, in taking notes on children in the classroom. It was

significant to have her, confirm our impressions that a teacher
cannot - function effectively and falfill simultaneously the roles

“of Crouptalk leader and recording observer.

Definition Cards
A set of definition cards is not absolutely essential — althqugh

’ arambiguous communication of she definition of the Grouptalk

plus its four rules is. We used five cards:

14
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THE CROUPTALX

DEFINITION CARDS

GROUPTALK .
CARD | A Grouptalk is a I group of peopie who
talk together fo try to answer & question. .

They foliow four rules:

3

. Rule I: UNDERSTAND

CARD H Everyone understands the question before the
. group tries to answer It .

Rule 2: CONTRIBUTE
CARD il Everyone tries to answer the question.

Aule 3: BE RELEVANT
c
CARD IV Everyone keeps to the point and adds to it.

Rule 4: qu urP

CARD V Everyone heips to pull together the main
) points of the discussion,

Card I helps the leader communicate to the children wkat
they will be expected to do. The definition structures the task
as a group activity (“people lwho talk together”) with a spe-
cific motivation (“to try to answer a quéstion”). The first rule,
Understand, might seem’ unnecessary. When the question,
however, contains words that are unfamiliar to some of the
students or when it admits of several interpretations, the value
of clarifying its meaning before proceeding to discuss it becomes
self-evident. This jointly assumed or explicitly stated interprets-
tion of the question’s meaning appears to be essential to the
subsequent evaluations of relevance the participants will make.
‘ Rule 2, Cont'dlmte, helps the leader influence the participants’
motivation to think and spesk by setting up the expectation and
_ goal that everyone contribute. . ‘

4
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Rule 3, Be relevant, limits the acceptable contributions to
relevant ideas (“everyone keeps to the point”) that have not
Joen made previously (“and adds to it”). Children make an
- immediate, correct evaluation of the relevancy of a contributioh.
They seem to perceive.intuitively whether or not the point has
some bearing upon the question. Since they often refer back
to their interpretation of the question when there is disagreement
over the relevance of'an idea, we assume that the elucidation
of the meaning of the question is an essential element in making
the discussion effective.

The fourth rule, Sum up.describes at the begmning of the
session an activity which takes place at the end. The definition
is left somewhat vague. All the children need to understand
is that at the end they will go over the ideas expressed in the
discussion. How they will do this is not made explicit. The
purpose of introducing the concept of the sumymary before the
discussion has even begun is to alert the children to the task
they will perform and thereby facilitate its performance. Know-
ing they will have t remember what -has heen said we think
affects the.amount remembered.

The definition of Grouptalk and its four rules together give
purpose and direction to the group activity. Wkhen they are
written down, the children are less apt to forget them and let
the discussion degenerate into an unstructured bull session.

Definition cards, made ahead of time for. convenience, focus
attention on the task at hand without constant reminders from

the leader. For the first few sessions each participant in turn
* reads one of the definition cards aloud, then paraphrases it. The
activity is thus structured as a group venture in which each has
a responsibility to participate and to think. Perhaps even more
important to the learning process is the fact that we have iden-
tiffied a conecept, given it a name to facilitate communication
and thereby introduced the possibility of making the children
aware of.its exemplification during the ‘discussion. The pro-
cedure followed in the Grouptalks is based on the assumption
that effective teaching of cognitive skills identifies the skill for
the student with the help of a label, then increases the student’s
awareness of appropriate times to use the skill.

The importance of the function played by the definition cards
is clear-cut. When we presented a question previously used with
Grouptalk novices to another group of wmpm?ble children, but

16
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did not coach them in the techniques of the Grouptalk, the
untrained children enjoyed their discussion tremendously but
kept losing the threwd of relevance and had great difficulty
retrieving the few main points for the summary. A repetition

‘of this unstructured type of session with the same group of

children yielded even less effective time spent on the question
of the day. :
{

ey

The Chalkboard

Once the discussion rules seem to be well understood, a
participant reads the question for the day. Having the question
on the chalkboard, visible at all times, is important. It permits
the children to refresh their memories in a nondirective and
potentially group-shared way. It also helps remind them to stay
on the subject and provides an easy reference when, during the
discussion, the children need to check the exact phrasing of the v
question to elucidate its meaning further.

The Question: The choice and phrasing of questions are
critical because they bear styongly on what will be gained from
the session. The guestions e selected for our Grouptalks were
related to a social studies curriculum being developed at E.S.I
and fulflled three specific functions: (1) they elicited integra-
tive thinking, (%) they helped evaluate understanding and (3)
they provided practice in cognitive skills. Some of our more
successful choices were:

“How would you learn the Bushman language?”

“What "questions will we ask the anthropologist, Richard

. Lee,-on Thursday?™

“Should. Bushmen wear more clothes than they do?”

“What might an American find dificult about living for
a year with a primitive tribe in Africa?”

“What do you think makes a Bushman happy?”

“In what ways are Bushmen and Americans alike apart
from their physical structure?”

“How do humans differ from all other animals apart from
their physical structure?

“What difference would it make if baboons could speak
a human language?”

- Among other reasons, these choices were successful for inex-
rienced participants because the stratogy required to answer

them was sufficiently simple for our fifth grade students to

17
i6

R L
e
:

o

Ry ;ﬁ
I? ?52, i

.. 3
Pt



OCCASIONAL PAPER NO. 10

handle with little help from the leader. When the relsvant

strategy is too difficult much of the fun in the discussion is lost.

Children intuidvely know the strategy required to answer simple
questions, ones with “yes® or “no” answers which only need
supporting reasons, or questions that lead to an enumeration
of items. Comparisons and multiple choices, which involve

strategies of a more difficult type, are appropriate for experi-
enced participants,

The Group

The particular children selected to participate in a Crouptalk
inevitably influence the nature of the ensuing discussion and the
learning it makes possible. The selection in turn is a function
cf the purpose the leader has in mind. The following guide
lines derived from our experience apply broadly.

Size: Three to six children create the most effective group.
With larger numbers it is difficult to ensure active participation
by all members and to maintain a unity of focus.

Composition: Heterogeneous groups, boys and girls with a
moderate range of intellectual sbility, “are preferable. When
intellectually more homogeneous groups are set up, the slower
children profit less from participation than they do when they
are put with the better students. The brighter children achieve
discussions in greater depth when grouped together, but they
are apt to find the challenge of communicating their ideas to
slower students exciting and beneficial. In this way they teach
themselves. Having boys and girls in each group provides an
extra spark to the interactions for a number of reasons, not the
least of which is that hoys and girls are likely to disagree on
almost any given topic, Their different points of view lend
stimulus to the session. Heterogeneity of personality also permits
interactions in which the potentialities for learning are greater.

Group Continuity: Children almost always develop a sense
of group solidarity by the end of their first Grouptalk. They
ask for another session soon with the same people. Noting this
in our early sessions and believing it was important to the
success of the formal discussions to keep a high motivation for
participation, we tried to maintain continuity of group member-
ship. Subsequently we discovered that many of the benefits
derived from participation in the sessions presuppose group
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THE CROUPTALK

continuity. They arise from the sp~cial give-and-take of chil-
dren sccustomed to interacting witl. one another in the Group- .

One particular persuasive reason for keeping the same group |
membership appeared when we removed Edna from her initial
group and tried to integrate her into another well established oue.

We asked Edna to replace Donna, the only girl in & well

functicning gmug of four. The boys, who had leamned to

accept Donna, objected. They said a Grouptalk with just

boys would be better. Edna reacted to this rejection by

disrupting the group discussion A hitherto cooperative

participant, Edna urged the boys to talk about other A
thmg during my absence from the room and even tumed :
off the tape recorder.

After this experience we decided it would be better to break
up old groups and form new ones rather than introduce a single
new member to a well established team. Group continuity, we
concluded, played an important role in achieving a good dis-
cussion.

*

The Leader

Although one of the goals in teaching children how to par-
ticipate in Grouptalks could be to prepare them to lead discus-
sions, here we will be concerned only with the adult leader,
with the orientation that is essential for him, and with the direc-
tive and nondirective functions he performs.

Orientation: A crucial element in the success of a Grouptalk
dscussion is the leader’s orientation. He must accept the cardinal
rule of this type of discussion and focus on teaching the children
how to discuss while disregarding the natural urge to elicit infor-
mation and to correct errors. The more the leader is able to
withdraw from the group and encourage the children to talk
with each other rather than with him, tl> more the students
themselves take over responsibility for the discussion and the

.more they gain from it. At the same time, this helps reduce
the leader’s tendency to interfere in matters of content, and gives
him a bettér opportunity to observe.

The first step on the leader's part in transferring to the
children the responsibility for achieving a productive discussion
usually takes place when the students raise their hands to
answer the Grouptalk question. He explains this is unnecessary
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and in other ways discourages comments directed towards

himself, When a leader finds it difScult to relinquish contrel

over the students, he subtly continues to direct the conversation
through himself as mediator and, without realizi..g why, becomes
frustrated by the ensuing unproductive Crouptalk session. He
is dismayed on the one hand by the students’ failure to think
of things to say and on the other hand by the disorder of the
simultaneous conversations that emerge almost as soon as he
stops acting as traffic director. Patience is needed while the
children discover they have a problem to solve, and tact in
helping them find the solution.

For some people there is no particular difficulty in being
nondirective with respect to content and interacting minimally

during a conversation. The training of a clinical psychologist
promotes this orientation. Teacher training does not. For this

* yeason teachers invariably react with alarm at first. They see

the cardinal rule as an insuperable hurdle. They may overes-
timate the difficulty even after they have led a successful session,
confusing the injunction to be nondirective with a blanket pro-
hibition on directiveness. Grouptalk leaders, however, must be
directive. Furthermore, we believe they mus: make a conscious
effort to communicate to the children, as much as possible, what
it is they are trying to do because this is essential in teaching
the children how to become good particip.ants.

Directive Functions: The primary directive functions of the

leader are threefold: (1) to guide strategy, (2) to keep the

group relevant, and (3) to see that a summary is achieved.
When the participants in the discussion are able to take over
all of these functions themselves, the presence of an adult leader
is unnecessary. Grouptalks can dispense with adults, but not
with a leader. (Although several of our fifth graders led Group-
talks, the discussions were entirely different in character from
those led by expericnced adults because, without training, the
children could fulfill very few of the divective functions.)

(1) Guiding strategy: When the students have finished read-
ing the question, the leader calls their attemtion to Rule 1:
Understand. This highlights the importance of everyone’s inter-
preting the question in the same way. It is an important first
step in carrying out differentiated activity that has been labeled
and of which awareness is essential to a good discussion. If
children refer back to this elucidation of the question when
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disagreements arise, it shows that they have understood the
basic requirement of a good discussion that everyone talk about
the same thing.

In general, children proceed to answer a question without
examining the strategy they use. With simple questions this is
likely to succeed. There are times, however, when the leader'’s
help in selecting a particular strategy is necessary, when without
such direction the children either would not get started at all
or would become hopelessly involved in side issues.

One Grouptalk presented the students with a difficult
problem of choosing the best among four alternatives. The
question was, “Which of the following collection of objects
is most like the collection of pictures Mr. Atkins showed
you yesterday? Why do you think so?” As leader I sug-

ested that each of the children in turn read aloud one of
the alternatives presented. (Because of the complexity of
the question, each student had a typewritten copy of the
four alternatives.) After all the descriptions had been
read, my next strategy suggestion was that one student
re-read an alternative which the group would then pro-
ceed to discuss. The Grouptalk was very orderly and
productive. Each of the students happened to decide on
a different alternative. The usual strategy of all contribut-
ing together to produce one summary seemed inappro-
priate. But it was a student, not the adult leader, who
suggested four separate summaries. The justification of
the different opinions led to further productive discussion.

Complex questions give the leader an opportunity to comment
on the strategy of the answer, to cal] attention to the how of the
answer rather than the what. This, we believe, helps the child
think better. The student eventually learns to make this unfamil-
jar distinction between the how and the what of a discussion
by himself. He is then in a better position to improve both the
how and the what.

(2) Keeping the group relevant: Perhaps the most dificult
function the Grouptalk leader performs is helping the partici-
pants keep a relevant discussion going. As long as the group
keeps talking—and to the point—the leader should not have to
sdy anything. With adult groups accustomed to committee work,
a leader might find it sufficient to contribute only a few sentences
during the entire course of the discussion. Keeping & fifth grade
group relevant is not as simple. The leader must be continuously
alert and directive. Furthermore, he must try, whenever possible,
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to verbalize what he is doing as leader in order to increase
participants’ awareness of the process. In performing this func-
tion he stops digressions, keeps the ball in the' air, keeps the
group focus unified and helps clarify the reason for the disagree-
ments that arise.

When leaders help refocus the attention of the group on
the main question, they reinforce the students’ awareness of the

importance of Rule 3: Be relevant. Generally the first sign that .

students have beguu to take over a sense of responsibility in
structuring the discussion is when they comment on the irrele-
vance of another child’s,comments. Participation in several
Grouptalks sensitizes them when the discussion veers away from
the question. Their judgment is usually accurate. :

“Keeping the ball in the air” means a Grouptalk leader keeps
the discussion alive without asking leading questions or volun-
teering information. Since good discussions are fruitful but not
necessarily lively, sometimes the leader’s patiently waiting in
silence is an effective technique. The children may be thinking.
The leader’s ability to tolerate silences and abolish their awk-
wardness with a smile and nod of approval may work wonders
for the discussion. However, except for occasionally calling at-
tention to Rule 2: Contribute, there is little th» leader can do
during the discussion to teach the children how he helps keep
it alive. Only under the special circumstances of teaching people
how to become Grouptalk leaders is it appropriate to analyze
the numerous techniques used to keep the ball in the air.

Sometimes in the midst of a lively discussion the.group breaks
up into smaller discussion units. It is the leader’s function to
weld these simultaneous conversations into a discussion shared
by all. By ccmmenting on what he is doing when he refocuses
the group’s attention, the leader helps the students increase
their awareness of the basic elements in a good discussion. The
tape recorder is a valuable asset here because in the replay the
multiple conversations are unintelligible. Because of it children
ususlly quickly leamn to share the responsibility for keepiug only
one conversation going.

Disagreements frequently lead to irrelevant discussions, with
the participants mired in the mud off side roads. To help them
return to the main question and keep the discussion relevant,
the leader can call attention to the cause of the disagreement,
labeling it appropriately. This strategy is suitable for fifth grade
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students only after extensive Grouptalk training—and then only
when they are able to handle abstractions easily.

(S)f{\H’elping with the final summary: It is usually clear to
thegmtm{knd to the leader when the time is right to close the
discussion: ™t is then the leader’s responsibility to see, following
Rule 4, that a summary is achieved. He accepts as adequate
a brief listing of the main points. Higher order categorizations
are infrequent. Inexperienced groups are less apt to enjoy the
process and are less adept at it. A factor that contributes to the
increased enjoyment is the frequency with which new ideas
occur to the children during the process of summarizing. The
opportunity to reflect on ideas the group bas had and put them
toggether generates alternative ways of considering the problem.
When the leader calls attention to these contributions as new
ideas, he increases the students’ commitment to the summarizing
activity and underlines the importance of the summary as an
aid to thinking.

After the summary the children listen, usually with intensity
and delight, to the tape recording of their discussion. The lead-
er's directive function here is to help them note the digressions
that occurred, check the items in their summary against the
points made during the discussion, and call their attention to
group factors affecting the discussion.

. Nondirective functions: Supportive, nondirective functions
performed by the Grouptalk leader are as important as the
three directive ones discussed above. Without an implicit accep-
tance by him of the children and their ideas, it is impossible to
create an atmosphere conducive to productive discussion. The
emotional as well as the cognitive orientation of the Grouptalk
leader is of importance to the success of the session. Uncogscious
hostilities can effectively silence children; they need to feel it is
safe to express their ideas before they are able to have any.
Without this implicit assurance the student truthfully can only
say, “I can’t think of anything.” We have observed Crouptalk
sessions degenerate into a hostile battle between an impatient
leader and children unable to think of anything to say because
the teacher had made fun of one of the students.

In addition to the numerous techniques already familiar to
group leaders for conveying supportive attitudes, the Grouptalk
provides a built-in way of boosting the self-confidence of par-
ticipants: it offers the student a contrast between his initial
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mabﬂitytodxinkcfanynnm&tothequesﬁonmdhissubse-
quent productiveness during a session.

The Grouptalk session, as it has been described above, can
serve three major purposes. Any given discussion could con-
ceivably fulfill all three functions, However, in order to differ-
entiate between them, we shall now consider in tum the uses
of this pedagogical technique in the classroom, in curriculum
construction, and in psychological research,

I
.. Use IN THE Crassroom

-

Students Learn From The Grouptalk

The outstanding impression of an observer watching a typical
Grouptalk session is that the children enjoy it. If one were to
ask them what gains they derived from participation, probably
the answers would be along the line of the spontaneous com-
ments we have heard: student urging the leader to prolong
the session, “Let’s think of some more things to say so we won't
have to go back to class yet,” and “This talking together is fun.”
They consistently regard the activity as a source of entertain-
ment, not learning. The stereotype that “You go to school to
learn, not to enjoy yourself,” probably is related to the children’s
perception of the Grouptalk session as fun, not school work.
This is not the place to enter into a discussion of learning versus
enjoyment in school. We assumed at the outset that a pleasant
atmosphere would facilitate the acquisition of cognitive skills.
On the other hand we felt it was essential to present the discus-
sion sessions to the students as having a pedagogical aim. We
said the Grouptalks would help them learn how to become a
good participatt in a discussion, specifically they would leam
how to be more relevant and to summarize. This statement of
aims by no means, however, covers the variety of cognitive
skills, attitudes, and group participation skills we feel participa-
tion in Grouptalk sessions can develop and improve.
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THE CROUPTALK

Cognitive Skill Traini

Traditionally, time has been set aside in the school curric-
ulum for training children in skills such as pénmanship, drawing,
singing, etc., in addition to the time necessary for acquiring
certain factual material. Less obviously, time is also set aside

. for teaching auother skill: how to think. This skill is developed,

quite apart from the subject maiter involved, through the out-
lining of topics, through dictionary and reference work, by the
making of graphs and maps. Teaching children thinking skills
is increasingly considered to be an important part of the regular
school curriculum. ‘

In this connection it is important to underline the fact that
teachers do teach skills. One objection a teacher raised to con-
sidering the Grouptalk as a teaching technigue is based on a
failure to realize this. She said,

“I question the value of the Grouptalk as a teaching tech-

nigue because the teacher doesn't use it as such: she isn't

in the role of the teacher for this particular discussion

because she does not elicit information, nor does she direct

the discussion.”
We believe the Grouptalk provides further opportunities for
learning how to think, with particular appeal for children who
for various reasons reject the ordinary academic fare. It can
lead to improvement in seven thinking skills:

(1) Being relevant. Relevancy, one of the stated goals of
the Grouptalk, is achieved without great difficulty. Our experi-
ence indicates that with training there is always group accep-
tance of the stated rules that everyone should keep to the point,
should add to points previously made and should not merely
repeat what others have said. It is also our impression that
criticisms of performance by other children are an important
factor in accelerating effective participation. Average and even
“slow” Grouptalk participants learn to call attention to irrele-
vance spontaneously. They comment on the digression and seem
to take pleasure in doing so.

_ We found that the quantity and quality of relevant contribu-
tions increased markedly over the course of a few sessions. The
inappropriateness in the Grouptalk of scholastic skills customarily
associated in the children’s minds with “doing good work,” such
as excellence in writing and spelling, probably has a beneficial
effect on the production of relevant thoughts. Also the permis-
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sive atmosphere of the discussions is conducive to the expression
of individual style, often appreciated by the other children.

Whatever the reasons, and certainly the combination of the
group’s acceptance of their ideas and the pleasure in hearing
themselves on tape is important, the fact is that children do
become increasingly productive of relevant ideas. After a few
experiences with the Grouptalk usually they are ready to tackle
any question. For many, this is a big leap from initial hesitancy
and feelings of doubt or inadequacy with respect to their capac-
ity to contribute relevant ideas. The shift produced in self-image
can be marked.

(2) Summarizing. With experience, childrén learn how to
summarize the main points of the discussion and even come to
feel the session is not complete without such a r¢view. Their
realization that the process of summarizing almdst inevitably
leads to new points makes them quick to identify as such an
idea introduced for the first time in the summary. We have not
yet tried to teach ﬁfth graders how to improve the quahty of
their summaries.

(3) Integrating. By selective questions that require the stu-
dent§ to integrate previously learned bits of information, the
Grouptalk encourages them to exercise one of the most important
thinking skills at man’s disposal. Combining in new ways infor-
mation previously acquired helps children gain fresh insights and
broaden both their horizons and their base of understanding;
they know something more than they did before. The something
more, however, is not merely additional information. It is an
awareness of new relationships gained by restructuring informa-
tion. Integration is creative learning. It is a skill at which some
children are quite adept before their introduction to formal
discussions. Others, unfortunately, are woefully deficient in this
respect.

Many Grouptalk questions we selected led the students to
integrate the ideas and materials presented in their social studies
course and to relate them to their own experience. Their answers
to these questions (for example, “In what ways are Bushmen
and Americans alike apart from their physical structure?”) pro-
vided a learning cxperience in what might be considered a
testing situation. In following the progress of individual children
in their ability to handle this type of question we vere surprised
by the improvement of nonverbal. “poor” students. We were
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delighted with their increased capacity to perceive valid rela-
tionships in imaginative ways.

The evident pleasure the children derived from the discus-
sions increased our own enthusiasm for the Grouptalk because
this meant it was an enjoyable way to learn more effectively.
When new relationships are perceived by active participation
in their formulation, we believe that the learning is more effec-
tive than when the integration of material is accomplished by
the teacher and presented for assimilation. The child remembers
best the things that he himself has structured, created, and
contributed.

(4) Categorizing. Some questions are well suited for prac-
tice in handling categories such as “alike with respect to . . ."
and “different from. . . .” They encourage the children to pro-
vide themselves with lessons in categorization. In one delightful
session the children taught themselves the meaning of “tool”
as a general term

In discussing the question, “In what ways are Americans
and Bushmen alike?” Doris, a shy gitl of only average
ability, first produced a difference, “Bushmen don't get
water as easily as Americans.” Walter helped her express
this as a similarity: “We both drink water.” A little later
Doris ‘said Bushmen and Americans were alike because
both had digging tools. The other three participants ob-
jected on the basis that they didnt remember seeing any
Bushman digging tools, “They dig with their hands.” Doris
cautiously retreated to the more general point: “They still
have tools,” but the three boys stubbornly refused to
understand her: “She + 1d ‘digging tools’.” The argument
became quite heated, with Doris increasingly frustrated
by her inability to communicate with the others.

Doris:  “Well, we still both have tools, so what’s the
difference?”

ITarold: “Not the same kind of tools.”

Doris:  “Not the same kind of tools. but we both still
got tools.”

Harold: “But ‘alike’” it says (referring to the question).
They don't have a shovel .. .°

On it went, for about ten spirited minutes. The leader
had intervened unsuc(w'sshll}y at first in an attempt to
explain the basis of the disagreement; finally with the
suggestion that they turn to other similarities. Doris
reluctantly concluded, “They cant . . they don’t under-
stand.”
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' questi ter said, “They both play games.” Doris’
rejoinder was, “We both don't play the same games!” The
argument was resumed with positions reversed. Finally
Doris reminded the boys of her point about the tools and
concluded triumphantly “You two are trying to make.the .
same point that I'm trying to make to you.

- (5) Defining terms. Another Crouptalk with these same
children was exciting because it focused on the definition of
terms, the importance of everyonc's using words whose meshning
they have agreed upon, and of staying with defipitions once
given. )

The question involved a primitive tribe in Africa. Walter
help& explain the term “primitive” to the othe8 who did
not understand it: “It's the dinosaurss .°. . the way
. gfople lived long, long ago.” Later in the discussion, after
e grqup’s first reference to Bushmen, I asked whether.
they considered them as an examgle of a primitive tribe
in Africa. Walter and another student asserted positively
that they were itive. The other two participants,
perhaps on the lookout for an argument, stated just as
emphatically their opinion that Bushmen could not be
primitive because they are alive now. According to them,
the definition .of the term Walter had given earlier
equated primitive people with people who lived long,
long ago. Confused by their confusion, Walter found it
It to defend his position,

. (6) Pinpointing causes of disagreements. After intensive 4
Grouptalk_ training and with explicit help from the teacher,
children can learn to recognize the three major causes of dis-
agreements in a digcussion: The children will learn to recognize
whether they have merely been using words differently (as in
the argument over whether or not Bushmen are primitive) or
are arguing from different information about a situation {(such
as in the discussion about the existence of Bushman digging
tools) or disagree because of different values (as was the case
when ope student in opposition to the others said that people
should stay in their own countries).

Spontaneous recognition of the type of disagreement that is
involved in an argument is a difficult skill for the leader to help
the children develop. An essential aspect of this teaching we
beligve is to help the children recognize instances of each type
of disagreement and correctly label them as “a difference of
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THE CBOUFTALK

mesning,” “a differenice of information,™or “a difference of value.”
When students have mastered this skill they cap initiate their
own strategy for handling disagreements, thus /becomitg less
dependent on adults for effective leadership. ‘With guidance

from the teacher and with 'much practice, they will learn that
when they are arguing because of differences in the use of
language, they should exainine the definitions; that in arguments
based on differences in information, there is the possibility of
individual error which. further obseryation, research or checking
with authorities might reveal; and finally, that differences in
values will not be resolved by redefinition, research or argument.
(7) Becoming conscious of strategy. Improving the strategy
of answering questions is another important step in leaming to
think better and is facilitated by the Grouptalk. Children nor-
mally answer the question posed for discussion swithout being
aware of following any particular strategy. They follow a plan
of attack without knowing it, and they may change the plan
. in the course of discussion without being conscious of the change.
They. perceive only vaguely that different questions call for
different strategies. Because of this, a strategy used successfully
in one Grouptalk may be inappropriately carried over to another,
somewhat similar, discussion.

Quentin responded to the question, “How are people dif-
ferent from all other animals apart from their aﬁkm
structure?” with the question, “Do you want what's alike”
He sensed it was the same problem that had been posed
in a previous session with the question, “In what ways
are Americans and Bughmen alike?”

This example shows that children, though unaware of it,
learn the strategy of answering questions from participation
in Grouptalks. With experienced discussion-group participants,
the leader can call specific attention to the operating strategies.
Discussion of strategy then leads to an ability on the part of
the children to plan their mode of attack and to improve
discussions.

New Attitudes

o
Participation in Grouptalks permits fundamental changes in
attitude towatd thinking. We stated that attitudinal changes
are basic to our conception of the aims of education. The dis-

' 29

-8
P
~ 8

O R T TR SR R b Ry I ol T B Lt I T S T e iy o YU (A RIS S LGP TR ‘it i
BN R T R S AR TR R RS ~ SEE T S
st et . T L) "‘;\""'b .

,,,,



T I T P L F B © 2R LRI AP B S A R R S R R Y AT o L TR B 117

F

OCCASIONAL PAPER NO. 10

covery that Grouptalk sessions can holp bring them about was
a major factor in our initial enthusiasm for this pedagogical
technique. ¢

N (D) Thmklngmbeﬁ;m Ltisn'tiustfor“squm" Children .
to whom this has never occurred find that thinking is fun even -
though it is an effort. )

Xay’s teachers have always regarded her as poarly en-
dowed and uninterested in things scholastic. She attracted
.attention by being disruptive. Her first comment on the
Grouptalk was that it was hard work. She said she did -
not want to participate in a second one. But when*he
rest of her group decided in favor of another session, Kay
changed her mind. She noted later that she found the
sessions easier. When she was a veteran of seven Grou
talks, Kay derived a ﬁat and obvious pleasure from
process of to find answers, of using her mind to
solve problems. In response to a question about genera-
tional differences in an individual interview, this daughter
of poorly educated parents said, “The children would like | ?
to discover and things, but the parquts would have - \
- §

always stayed around close.”

We find that after the first few sessions, there is a dramatic
reduction in argument for argument’s sake. Perhaps this can be
attributed to an increased interest in the thinking process. In
general, even disruptive children become more dommitted to
- using their brains for problem-solving. The children no longer
s feel an overwhelming need to compete with others in the group;
they become interested principally in the content and How of
the discussion itself. Increased confidence in their ability to
think, as evidencedyby an increase in productive ideas, is un-
doubtedly a factor ih helping children discover that thinking

can be fun. -

d (2) Listening to others can be fun. One happy result of learning
how to become a good participant in a Grouptalk is that other
pecple’s ideas are increasingly appreciated. The children, at first -
interested only in what they have to say themselves, discover a
new pleasure: listening to others. There is a genuine give and
take which replaces the initial egocentric teacher-directed re-
marks. :
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Group Participation Skills
Individual children have much to gain in social skills from
effective participation in the Grouptalk. Thus,

S (1) Shy children talk more. Our small group sessions genexally '
increased children’s confidence in their ability to express their W
ideas. Several students, typically reticent and poncommunica-

', tive in the classroom and other small groups, began to partici-
pite spontaneously during the Grouptalk. Other children’s
comments about their failure to obsesrve Rule 2: Contribute,

, " probably helped bring about the change. v-

N (2) Children learn to cooperate. Participants learn a good deal
about how to work together in order to achieve a good. discus-
sion. When everyone talks at the same time, one member of
the group frequently takes on the role of policeman, telling the’
others to be quiet and listen. Eventually, most of them become

‘ more responsible about taking turns and listening to each other.

We suspect that the pressure from the group for all members
to follow the rules of the game acts as a leveler. It teaches the
individualistic, high-speed verbalizer to slow down and give
others a chance to contribute while it encourages the slow, un-
aggressive child to participate. :

\ (3) Children learn to lead a discussion. Children apparently i '
learn a little about how to lead a discussion through observation
. of the teacher and by identification with him. Our initial ex-

N perience in turning the leadership of the Grouptalk over to the
children — even without instruction in leadership techniques —
indicates that after participating in a few sessions they can lead
a Crouptalk. Being a leader in turn produces further,learning:

A disruptive child, Harold, spent nearly the whole of his

first Grouptalk session trying to obstruct the group’s effort

to tackle the question effectively. As leader in the fourth

session (and with no adult in the room), Harold tried

serimxsz‘to cope with Edna’s refusal to cooperate. The

lesson she taught him will not be forgotten easily.

Formal instructiqn in how to lead an effective Grouptalk by
calling attention to the leader’s techniques could yield enormous
gains. Such instruction perbaps is appropriste only for older
and very experienced groups. We have not attempted it yet.
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'fnr: CrourTALk AmS TEACHERS IN EvALUATING THER
STUuDENTS AND IN CoNpuCTING THE CLASS

Whean the question posed in the Grouptalk concerns material
covered in class, the teacher can check on what has and what
has not been understood. The teacher is usually cormrect in an-
ticipating that the bright children were able to follow the lesson.
It is harder to know whether the slow, inarticulate children have
understood it sufficiently to integrate and transfer the informa-
tion. Written tests, questions in class and individual interviews
may not supply the answer. The Grouptalk discussion does, with
questions such as, “What do you think yesterddy’s lesson told us
about . . .?" The added phrase should make it necessary for the
students to explin what they have learned, or to apply it, or
both. Underthese conditions even slow students find something
to say and, since they are not forced to talk, they seldom per-
ceive the group discussion as an evaluation of themselves. In
addition, the discussion is likely to indicate possible reasons for
their failures to understand. With such soundings available, the
teacher is in a better position to decide whether to proceed to
new materials or to spend more time with the old. Furthermore,
he has gained valuable insight into the pasticular difficulties that
are impeding understanding. An imaginative change in lesson
plans might be the outcome.

Evaluation of the progress of individual children in their in-
tellectual and emotional development is also facilitated by the
Grouptalk. A teacher may question the value of a test that does
not yield grades —and it would be difficult to justify grading
an individual on the basis of a group’s performance. Evaluation
tools that do not permit marking nevertheless can be very useful.
They are particulagly valuable in the case of nonverbal children

~because they permit insight into the quality of their thinking

which is difficult to gain by other methods.

Comparing the transcript of the first session conducted
with Kay with later ones, it is easy to spot an increased
capacity for relevance, the apt generalization and the
good summary. At the same time one notes a reduction
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THE GROUPTALX
in argumentativeness and aggressive attention-gefting de-
vices. In her contribution to the first susiungtbem Was
little relevance to the question, “How would you learn
the Bushman Ianﬁ e?" “Yeah! And John always shows
off and says, ‘Ah hal I've got everything and you don't
SoImttoleamtotalkBushman andleansay,'llmow
Bushman better than you'.” By her seventh session Kay
was contributing many pertinent observations, including

&eneralizaﬁon, “Humans make art things. Animals

She has made significant progress.

When the Grouptalk leader is primarily interested in evalu-
ation, the temptation is particularly strong to ask leading ques-
tions, thereby disregarding one of the cardinal rules of this type
of discussion. But it is unwise to assume that without the probe
no further contributions would be forthcoming because new
ideas usually occur during the process of summarizing. It is
better to wait until after the summary has been completed.

Change of Pace

The Grouptalk provides a pleasant change of pace from the
customary classroom pressure involved in trying to teach chil-
dren the basic skilis of reading, writing and arithmetic while
covering a staggering volume of factual material. The teacher
can encourage the children to enjoy the discussion —and with-
out feeling the guilt he might if they were just having fun! He
knows they are learning, even though the children may not be
aware of it. An incidental benefit from holding Grouptalks is
that teachers will probably find it easier to lead a good class-
room discussion when, because of the Grouptalk, students have
already become accustomed to talking with each other rather
than with the teacher. The teacher will also have gained valua-
able experience in how to lead such discussions.

Focus on the Individual

The small number of participants in the Grouptalk enables
the teacher to give each child in the group the invaluable sense
of being the focus of his attention. The student feels he matters,
that his ideas matter, in short, that he is important as an indi- -
vidual. In large classrooms the student must frequently fight
for the teacher’s recognition, often doing so by behavior that
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cally receives the teacher's approval —as long as his contribu-
tion is relevant. Furthermore, the student need not fear the loss
of the leader’s approval for being incorrect. The leader does not
correct errors in the Grouptalk. Thus poor students, including
many culturally deprived children, whe tend to dislike school
because they never do anything right, are able to feel at ease
in the Grouptalk. This in turn enables them to participate ac-
tively and thus, eventually, to be more receptive to learning.
These sessions help the teacher get to know his studeats.
When they interact in small groups where the teacher’s role is
restricted to the formal aspects of maintaining the discussion,
he can learn a great deal about the individual student, much
more than he is likely to learn in the classroom situation, in an
individu:! interview, or even in other types of small group dis-
cussions. 'The contrast between the latter and the Grouptalk is
especially vivid in this respect. Children reveal hidden facets

- of their personality under the stimulus of *he Grouptalk situation.

Grouptalks for Teachers

Another use for the Grouptalk related to the classroom is in
teacher training. Many of the problems beginning teachers face
can be examined more fruitfully by means of Grouptalks than
formal lectures. We also feel there are many questions relating
to educational goals and classroom procedure which it would
be meaningful, even for experivnced teachers, to discuss in
Grouptalk sessions.

Tue GroupTtALK IN CURRICULUM CONSTRUCTION

In constructing a curriculum, questions of evaluation inevi-
tably arise. Does the course do what it is supposed to do? The
Grouptalk is particularly well suited to help answer this ques-
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THE GBOUPTALK

tion when the curriculum builders are more interested in testing
for increased understanding than increased factual knowledge.
By providing children with an opportunity to apply to a new
situation basic concepts leammed in the course, the Grouptalk
can act, as Bruner suggests evaluation should act.

= .. as a form of intelligence operation to help the curric-
ulum maker in his choice of material, in his approach, in
his manner of setting tasks for the learner.” (Bruner, §. S.,
Toward a Theory of Instruction, Cambridge, Mass., 1966,
Harvard University Press, p. 30)
Since there is increasing emphasis, in the construction of new
courses, on teaching for understanding, we will describe several
ways we used the Grouptalk t6 provide feedback for the con-
struction of E.S.I's elementary school social studies course.
At the beginning of the 1865-66 academic year we asked the
question, “What might an American find difficult about living
for a year with a primitive tribe in Africa?” to give us an over-
all evaluation of the summer session. We compared responses
of four groups of children who had attended the five week ex-
perimental summer session with those of seven other groups
who had not.

We also asked more specific questions of the summer session’

students who had been told at the beginning of the course that
there would be no grades. We wondered how much understand-
ing of the material would be retained after an interval of two
months. We asked questions such as, “How would the first
American learn to talk Bushman?”, “What do vou think makes
2 Bushman happy?” and “In what ways are Bushmen and Amer-
icans alike apart from their physical structure?” We were im-
pressed with the vivid retention of concrete information which
the children could use effectively in the new contexts presented
by these questions. Although many of the basic concepts pre-
sented by the curriculum were still available to the children,
some had never been understood. The question, “How are bu-
mans different from all other animals apart from their physical
structure?” revealed confused views of human technology, com-
munication, and social organization as distinct from the behavior
patterns of other animals. This question was also helpful in
suggesting content to add to the curriculum by showing the diffi-
culty children of this age experience in handling comparisons
which involve differences between groups. The discussion un-
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derlined the need for cognitive skill exercises that could provide
training in how to handle comparisons, :
We also used the Grouptalk to help evaluate the children’s
understanding of specific lessons. In one case, classroom obser-
vation showed that only the bright students had understood the
lesson, We did not know why the others had not. The Group-
talk discussion clarified for us the sources of their confusion.

- Harold misunderstood a sequence of drawings depicting in order

an American boy, then the boy with his family, their neighbor-
hood, their community, etc., because he was put off by the shift
in visual perspective from a horizontal picture of the family to
a vertical view of thie neighborhood. Quentin fajled to see that
each picture in the sequence represented social units of ever-in-
creasing size to which individuals belong.

“When Mr. Atking started ‘out with the first picture on the
board, he could have said that we could have lived, or 1
could have been the boy who lived in that neighborhood.
And then he started to get to Massachusetts. And then ke
started to get to the world. And I dido’t know what he
meant when he got to the world.”

We conducted a Grouptalk in another case because classroons
observers and'the teacher were convinced that none of the stu-
dents had understood the dificult lesson on animal communi-
cation. They reached a different conclusion after reading the
transcript of five students’ responses to the Grouptalk question,
“What difference would it make if baboon troops could speak
a human language?” Apparently all but one of the students had
grasped the basic concepts. Again the discussion suggested ways
in which the lesson might be improved. When the Grouptalk
was used in evaluating specific lessons for feedback to curricu-
lum builders, we found it was often helpful in suggesting possi-
ble changes as well as providing an evaluation,

Another problem area in the construction of curricula con-
cerns the type of test appropriate to the course. Where the goal
of the course is to promote understanding of basic concepts it
is particularly difficult to package a good testing unit. We sug-
gest that some of the questions used for evaluation feedback in
the construction of the curriculum might be added here. The
Grouptalk, as & classroom evaluation device, reinforces the goal

_ of teaching for understanding since it does not permit grading

of individuals. Yet it can be helpful to the student, the teacher
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and the school administration in providing some measure of the
effectiveness of the course.

A third way in which the Grouptalk is relevant to curriculum
- construction is in teacher training. One of the most far-reaching
aspects of the development of many courses is the need to give
specific training in how to teach the new course. Often this is
not a matter of just imparting information. It involves the strue-
turing of attitudes. Without understanding and acceptance on
the part of the teacher of the goals of the course the transmission
of the material to the student will introduce misleading distor-
tions. We presented a group of student teachers with a ques-
tion designed to focus their attention on the main aims of the
ES.I. social studies course {“What do you think the main em-
phasis of this course will lead children to conclude?”). This led
them to formulate the course goals for themselves, achieve a
clearer understanding of what they were, and feel better pre-
pared to teach the new curriculum.

Tuae GROUPTALK IN PSYCHOLOGICAL RESEARCH

The Grouptall{ origina ¢d as a method to investigate chil-
dren’s thinking whle ingtructing them in some cognitive skill.
This/ Smxch, Jwehoped, would have applications in edu-
catioy athuMastic investigation of some of the applications
led us, almost from the beginning, to bypass the basic research.
Consequently this section of the paper is not a report on re-
search completed. It tells why we believe our pedagogical tool,
_ the Grouptalk session, offers the research worker in psychology,
particularly cognitive psychology, a rich observational milieu, It
also describes unsystematically some of the phenomena observed
in discussions with fifth graders.

The Grouptalk Generates Psychological Data
For psychologists the most important advantage of ous formal
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discussion groups is that they encourage children to solve aloud
a problem of interest to thega Grouptalk sessions motivate chil-
dren both to think and to communicate their thoughts verbally.
The children’s feeling of ease in the situation is enhanced by a
supportive adult whose limited directiveness minimizes interfer-
ence with their thinking. Nothing artificial is introduced to dis-
tort the thinking process. The young participants begome en-
grossed with the question at issue_and their interactions with one
another. Their thinking is stimulated. Their thoughts are ver-
balized. Communication is gratifyingly high. There is much a
sensitive observer can leam from students’ interactions in this
informal, small “"naturalistic” setting. Poteatial uses of the data
collected are unlimited, depending upon the interests of the re-
search worker, i.e., children’s thinking processes, use of language,
social and emotional development. The Grouptalk as a data
collecting device has much %0 offer.

The increased willingness of children to think and to think
aloud in the Grouptalk is seen in a comparison we made be-
tween the way four children dealt with a question presented
in a Grouptalk with the way four other comparable students
handled it in individual interviews. The question evaluated their
understanding of the previous day’s lesson. In both groups the
brightest student had followed the presentation, the other three
had not. The individual interviews taught us little more, even
with prodding and a few leading questions. The Grouptalk dis-
cussion, on the other hand, ¢nabled us to see where the weaker
children wandered off the track by identifying the sources of
their confusion.® In this case the interaction among the chil-
dren following the rules of the Grouptalk produced a marked
increase of significant verbalizations.

® One of these impressed us as being so basic that we felt we had
fearncd somcthing significant regarding thought processes of average ffth
gruders: when presented with schematic pictures in series they have diffi-
culty in understanding that the story told by the series of pictures is a

function of their order as well as their content The ability to use the
abstract concept of order is not to be taken for grunted at this age.

Relevance as a Skiil

When we formulated our project we intended to teach chil-
dren how to be relevant and thereby increase their capacity to
be good participants in a discussion. After a few sessions we

*
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noticed the students were relevant most of the time. Our hasty
conclusion was that we had taught them how to be relevant.
After more careful consideration of the Grouptalk protocols we
realized we had not taught them this: our fifth graders already
possessed this skili. We were affecting their motivation to be
relevant, increasing their commitment to the task of answering
the question and their desire to extricate themseves from ir-
relevant discussions. The Grouptalk is a good tool for the ob-
servation of this interesting psychological ability, the judgment
of relevancy.

Our initial observations suggest there is an immediate per-
ception of relevance at this age once the question and the state-
ment are understood. The statement is held .up, as it were, to
see whether it Sts with the question, belongs to it. If there is
some doubt about the mcaning of either the question or the
statement, if either image is fuzzy, then it is difficult to judge
the fit, the relevancy of the statement. By following Rule 1,
Understand, we try to establish group consensus on the mean-
ing of the question and hence ensure a common criterion with
which to judge the statement’s relevency. This helps the par-
ticipants talk about the sume thing and know when they are
off the subject. Severa! children spontaneously noted their own
irrelevance. Two or three times students prefaced a statement
with the remark, “I know this is off the point, but. .. .” There
were other comments during disagreements such as, “That's not
what the question’s talking about . . .” and “The question says

* which indicate the students were using the meaning of the
question as a criterion to assess relevance. At other times the
leader questioned the relevance of a particular contribution.
The children's responses show that this query had the effect of
directing their attention to the judgment, but not determining

it: sometimes they thought they were relevant, other times not.
]

The Effect of Training on Relevance and Other Cognitive Skills

Inherent in the Grouptalk technique is the possibility of in-
vestigating the effect of training on the various cognitive skills
which it can enhance. Qur experience primarily concerns rele-
vance training. Fifth graders, we have seen, know how to be
relevant; a few know what the concept means, the rest learn
it quickly. Furthermore they do not find it difficuit to stay with
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& topic when they are suﬂicxently motivated to do so. Under
ordinary social circumstances there is little motivation to remain
relevant in a discussion, consequently there is a high degree of
irrelevance, In the classroom, relevance is usually maintained
at the expense of true discussion and is therefore a different
phenomenon. The Grouptalk sets up a special situation which
motivates the children to remain relevant in a discussion.

The effects of the training requirement that rules be followed
are dramatic. When we presented the same discussion question
to two comparable groups of children, coaching only one in the
techniques of the Grouptalk, we found important differences.
The former held a good discussion of the question for about a
half hour; the latter would rot keep to the point, but merely
communicated their free associations with delight. Repetition of
such unstructured sessions tends, in our experience, to waste
much of the time allotted to discussing the question for the day.
The children do not, as we thought perbaps they might, develop
their own rules for structuring the discussion. They are not
frustrated by the rambling talk. In retrospect it is easy to under-
stand why: the children enjoyed the opportunity to express
themselves and communicate with each other in emotionally sig-
nificant ways. Nothing motivated them to remain relevant to
the Grouptalk question except the leaders fecble efforts to di-
rect attention to the question. Training, on the other hand, alters
the motivational situation.

Although our attempts at training cognitive skills by means
of the Grouptalk were primarily in the area of relevance, we
found that increasing self-awareness affected other skills too.
Many fifth grade children did not know what it meant to sum-
marize a discussion and, at first, were unabie to do so. With
practice they became adept. They even came to recognize spon-
taneously one of the by-products of the act of summarizing: a
new idea, one that had not been thought of during the discus-
sion. But we think the quality of the summaries achieved could
be improved by more specific guidance from the leader. The
effects of training on this cognitive skill —and others — could
be investigated systematically by means of the Grouptalk.

" Sources of Irrelevance

What are the sources of irrelevance? An impressionistic ap-
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praisal of datu from roughly thirty Grouptalk sessions suggests
a wide variety of causes.

Sometimes a student digresses because he’is reminded of a
personal experience which he cites as an illustration of a point,
then, in his enthusiasm, is carried far afield. The child’s asso-
cistion may turn into a confabulation. He weaves a fantasy
which departs rapidly from relevance.

Concrete minded students often happily contribute facts from
the classroom lesson in the same general area as the topic under
discussion but with no bearing on it. They too allow the asso-
ciative process to carry them away, or perhaps they want to
impress the teacher with their fund of information.

Another reason children digress from the discussion question
is that they lose interest in it. Understandably they are tempted
to start talking about something else. One group lost interest in
a4 question because it was simple enough to be explored in depth
quickly. Another time a group bogged down and wanted to
change the subject because they could not devise a good strategy
to approach it. The question, “When is it all right to cheat?”
was too general for them to handle easily with minimal help on
strategy — the leader for this session was a fifth grader.

A major source of irrelevant comments, typical of early ses-
sions before the members of the group have learned to partici-
pate effectively, is the interjection of extraneous aggressive per-
sonal attacks. Two people line up in attack against the others,
for example, the boys against the girls. In one group, at first,
whenever a boy and girl disagreed on a point there were fre-
guent cries from the sidelines of “He’s upl She's down!” In
subsequent sessions with these children this type of remark, with
its tendency to interfere with relevance, appeared less frequently.
The focus of the group's attention was more on contributing an
idea thun on winning the battle of the sexes.

Imprecise thinking accounts for many instances of irrele-
vance. Children tend to make g rejoinder to a point which does
not take in the full implications of what has been said: they
react to only a part of the comment. One might say the rele-
vance here is only word-deep. For example, when asked to dis-
cuss differences, frequently children mention similarities and
vice versa. They confuse likenesses and differences, which are
types of comparisons that they associate together. Asked how
Bushman and American children are alike, ?hey answer in the
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same breath, “They both play games but the games are not the -
same,” and then proceed-to describe the differences between

. the games. In one instance the leader made a- determined effort -
to help the children be precise in their thinking: . T

Every time the ?uden!s“m’ted 8 dx&erencgk the leader said,

“That's getting into differences. Let’s pick out something
dmt’s_nl%:&,M ._The result ‘was'an increase in relevant . _ . _ ___
ideas, Ome ofsthem came from -the undistinguished

scholar, Kay: “I know! They have a ge and we

have a language.” Another child, stimulated by this con-

centration on similarities, posed interesting questions that

had not been raised in class: “Do Bushmen have to tell

time like usP. Do they have a way of telling time?”

. Inadequate language skills may also be at the root of some
failures to remain relevant. There is considerable use of words
which are related but not really precise expressions of what is
meant. It is not surprising to find irrelevant rejoinders to such
poorly expressed contributions. . :

The Discussicm Question and Its Relationship to Thinking

There is much to learn about additional aspects of children’s
thinking which are functions of the nature and order of the ques-

. tion posed. Our experience suggests that perseveration of
thought, dificulty in leaving a topic and turning to & new idea,
is related to the way the question is asked, and that it occurs
when the question is in the copditional form. .

We asked one lfrou to discuss the question, “What do
you think wou a Bushman happy?” The children,
. - uriderstanding the conditional form, correctly focused on
v changes that could be introduced into the simple tech- ‘
nology of this society to make the Bushman standard of !
living- more like our own. The leader i the
question had been worded poorly to assess their under-
standing of Bushman culture and tried, unsuccessfully, to
shift the students’ attzntion to a consideration of what
- makes Bushmen happy given the present state of their
. Yechnology. With another group of children we formu-
, {lated the question more appropriately in terms of our goal
.=/ by asking, “What do you think makes & Bushman hap?y?"
Tieir responses, as we anticipated, did center on the feel-
- ings of Bushmen. The interesting point is.that later when
we asked this group the question in the conditional form,

42 3




NP R Rt SRR IR R BT S e B e R,

<
g WRITANE RPN R
B . R

o

) . THE CBOUPTALK ‘}
the students found it easy to make the shift and think of S
technological advances might cujoy.

Additional evidence bears on the importance of the nature «
and order of the discussion question presented. Children appas- -

ently find it dificult to make the shift from Jiscussions of differ-

ences between two classes of things to discussions of similarities

- = - between them. . It is easicr for them to make the shift Yrom

similarities to differences. .

Some questions because of their wording are well suited to
show how children handle definitions. In connection with the
question; “What would an American fuod dificult about living

~ for a year with a primitive tribe in Africa?” the use of the term
“primitive,” @ word unfamiliar to the majority of cur fifth graders,
proved to be a source of rich observations when we did not in-
terfere with the children’s definition.

E ;’v
» K

The Grouptalk as & Source of Incidental Qpservations

Some of our observations about the nature of children’s think-
ing do not relate directly to the formal character of the Group-
talk or stem from the choice of the particular question being
discussed. We have labeled them “incidental observations.” We
regard the opportunity the Grouptalk provides for making them
as important since we believe that hypothesis building in the
area of cognitive processes should proceed inductively from ob-
servation as well as deductively from the axioms of theory. The
particular phenomena described here and in the Whipple-Wash-
burn report® are familiar, perhaps under cther names, to people
interested in the thought processes of children. They are indi-
cated here to illustrate the wealth of data embedded in Group-
talk sessions.

X
, * Whipple, B. S. and Washbum, D. N, “Preliminary Report on the .
Think-in,” Fducational Services Incorporuted, Social Studies Program, July
1965,

Conclusion jumping: when presented with & question that could
be answered with a "yés" or “no,” the children give an immedi-
ate answer, then stop. One bright Student pointed out that chil- »
dren almost always know righ: away what they think the answer
is, but then the adult:leader gets them to explain why. The chil-
dren function at a preferential rather than a reasonable level,
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and do not foel the need, as_an
opinions.

adult might, to justify their

Perseveration of the question: sometimes students repest the

" Grouptalk question in a rather formal way. Does this indicate,

perhaps, that the question has not been understood?

Confusion of object and name: children do not differentiate be-
tweentheobiectandtheuﬂn;ehftheobject. An example will -
illustrate this common type of confusion. A leader suggested
that the group.pursue a point raised. by one of the children
( Bushmen sleep in huts, Americans in houses) by asking, “What
is alike abgut these shelterst” A student promptly supplied the

answer, “They both begin with h".”

Misplaced concreteness: children f:jeque.nﬂy utilize concrete in-
stances inappropriately. Plaget describes children of this age as
concrete minded. We observed that the greater ecase children

feel when dealing with concrete examples in many instances
leads them to weaken the discussion.

-

When his uﬁ was attempting to differentiate between
man and all other animals, Neal commented, "We don't
have the same language.” Kay agreed, “Yeah! They meow
and we don't.” She reduced t%wre universe of discourse
from all animals to cats, to her pet cat in fact. Subse-
quently the group’s discussion centered on the difference
between man and cat. The broader issue disappeared
from sight. ’

Kay imtypicél in her inability to make ecfféctive use of the

concrete case to supply useful generalizations. The example
illustrates a course children’s discussions frequently follow as

they slide into unproductive by-vsays.

The students’ difficulty in utilizing concrete instances well
is demonstrated in the numerous discussions about whether two
groups could be alike with respect to “x” if the members of
the set “x” are not identical. The children seemed genuinely
puzzled as to how Americans and Bushmen could be alike in

using tools whern the tools they had were different.

44

When Walter argued that the phrase “both have, tools™ is
not the same as “they both have the samé tools,” How.rd
insisted, “But the question says, ‘How are they alike, alike,
alike . . . P Howard seemed to be equating the terms
“alike” and “identical.” - He had difficulty in thinking of
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Confused abstractions: mixing different levels of abstraction is
another common phenomenon at the ffth grade lovel. Part of
thediﬁcgltyinhandlingahstracﬁnnsmmesfrm&ﬂdmn’s
unawarenéss of different levels of abstraction and of the advan-
tages to be gained, under certain circumstances, from using the

more abstract concept. This ignorance seems to be at the basis

of their poor categorizations in the summaries.

When Kay helped compile for the summary a list of items
her group discussed, she mentioned in one breath
“bracelets, necklamdm-elw." I asked her later whether
there might be any advantage in using the term “jewelry”
rather than “bracelets” or “necklaces.” She felt they were
equally good terms, to be used interchangeably. She did
nat know that “jewelry” is a more inclusive concept than
the others. She could not find it more useful for purposes
of summar{zing.

. Another source of dificulty in handling abstractions is the ten-

dency we noted for children to interchange the part for the
whole in their discussions.

We mention these various phenomens observed in the course
of our Grouptalk sessions primarily to illustrate our statement
that the Grouptalk permits ample opportunities to observe chil-

dren's thinking verbalized under non-experimental conditions.

The unsystematic classifications we have used have no particular
merit. But perhaps they are suggestive ‘of ways in which a more
Yophisticated theoretical approach ‘could utilize the Grouptalk
to increase our understanding of children’s thinking.

- SoME UNANSWERED (QUESTIONS

At the end of the ES.I. 1865 summer session, which marked
the competion of the first ten Grouptalks, we compiled & list
of questions about our new pedagogical device. Three months
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later, after another two dozen discussion’ groups, we had tenta- :
tive answers for some of the questions but the list of questions - .
‘had become longer. Success breeds research. Hopefully, future 3
sessions will help us answer these added queries as well as raise
& number of new questions. Taking stock of our unanswered
. questions in May, 1988, we felt they concerned: (1) the Grup-
~ \‘talknsatechmque,(%)tmmferoftniningfmmthecmrtalk :
ST 7T Y and (3) theoretical issues in psychologg— — T ot T T

The Grouptalk as & Technique

Having made goo® progress in achieving the ostensible peda-
gogical aims of the Grouptalk with fifth-grade suburban students,
we wondered whether the technique was adaptablg ‘for other
age groups. How successful would the Crouptalk be with “sec-
ondary school students, with college students and with teachers?
What modifications in procedure are necessary? <In the other
direction on the age contituum, we wondered at what grade
level children can first be taught to participate in Grouptalks
and what changes in technique are necessary for discussions
with younger children. At the end of the school year we began
to fnvestigate these questions and found it was possible to hold
brief discussions with groups of three or four first graders. After
one session a bright girl explained the procedure to another
child, then asked me, “What question are we going to discuss
today?” We also worked with emotionally disturbed and shy
children. Because the initial results were promijsing, we chose
several problem children for our more intensive training efforts.
These exploratory sessions opened another significant area for
research: Grouptalks as a tool for first-grade teachers and school
psychologists to use in the socialization of the young child,

Further investigation of the optimal and maximum size of
the discussion group should be made in conjunction with varying
the age of the participants and the amount of their previous
participation in Grouptalk discussions. Two is clearly the min-
imum size. But we have no idea how large the group can

p become still remain effective, .

: The composition of the group, in terms of séx, personality,
cognitive style and intelligence, is relevant to the questions of
optimal and maximum size. The most important question about
group composition .concerns the effectiveness of Grouptalk in-
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. struction with children who are far below the average suburban
middle class child in academic ahility. This would include
children who do not meet this standard for a variety of reasons.
In nur sessions with fifth graders this year we had one academ-

. ically retarded child who was unable to participate effectively
during the single opportunity offered to him. Would additional

___participations have altered the situation? Will children from an
anti-intellectual environment who Bnd few paositive vabues Jm—

school find learning easier with the aid of this pedagogical tech-
nique? We are icularly interested in whgt the Grouptalk
can do for childfen who, for one reason or another, are not good
classroom performers, whose need for rewarding school experi-
ences is therefore proportionately greater. In a sense these are
the children who have the most to gain from innovations in
education. Will Grouptalk discussions help them? Our impres-
sion is that they will. But extensive observation of individual stu-
dents will be necessary to answer this question.

Related to this concern for the academically alienated child
is our deep intérest in children’s participation in discussions
of emotional and moral issues. We have barely begun to study
the wide range of discussion questions that can be used success-
fully in Grouptalks. With our first graders we used two ques-
tions designed to elicit feelings. The cognitive emphasis in the
choice of questions we used with our fifth graders was on the
needs of the social studies curriculum project. In one case we
made an exception and asked the &ildren to discuss the ques-
tion, “When is it all right to cheat?” The students discovered
they disagreed on basic issues and achieved greater clarity about
their own thinking in this area than they had previously. had.
The way they handled the question indicated the value of broad-
ening the scope of Grouptalk questions.

Rarely does the school environment provide students with
an opportunity to confront seriously their own thoughts and
emotions on important dimensions of experience. Sometimes the
subject matter of the social studies curriculum approaches these
areas. But the large classroom discussion does not encourage
the individual to integrate the lesson with his own deeply felt
emotions. The small group session can. Perhaps the Grouptalk
can help implant these emotionally charged discussions in the
school and make them part of our curriculum. Socrates said
the aim of education is to know onesz=If. Freud and Whitehead
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have said the same thing in other contexts. A student can grow

_ in seli-knowledge by learning how to communicate with others

on subjects about which he feels deeply. But our schools rarely
find the time to help the studénts in their quest for this type
of Jmowledge.

"Much work has been done on the social-psychological factors
which affect group discussion —why some people’s ideas are
accepted by the group while others find their ideas frequently
misunderstood. The Grouptalk provides an additional type of
group situation in which these generalizations can be tested.
Furthermore, systematic examination of the Grouptalk in the
light of these findings should increase its effectiveness.’

For example, an important area for investigation of the
Grouptalk concerns the effect of the leader’s personality on the
discussion. Will strict adherence to the rules which define the
leader’s function make it possible for discussion groups to work
well under people with a wide range of personality character-
istics? Or will we find that some aspects of personality are
essential variables in determining the success of the session?

We began, but have not yet completed, essential research
on the best way to conduct a formal group discussion. We feel
there is no single best way to conduct a good Grouptalk. The
procedure must be tailored to the age and capacities of the
participants involved and to the basic aims in holding the discus-
sion. What then is constant in the Grouptalk technique? What
stays the same with these wide variations in method? Further
experience with different types of groups is needed for a defini-
tive answer. We assume now the common elements will include:
(1) a definition of Grouptalk plus Rules 1, 2 and 3, which facil-
itate and increase the participants’ motivation to stay relevant,
(2) a leader whose primary functioa is o direct strategy and
keep the group relevant but who also offers support to the group
in non-directive ways, including his adherence to the rule that
he focus on the process not the content of the discussion and
(3) a tape recorder.

The optimal way of introducing the Grouptalk rules poses
a related problem. Should the rules be given to the students
at the outset? We are convinced that children will not evolve
the rules themselves when left to their own devices. But what
if a leader presented the rules following a bull session? Would
the contrast effect make for better participation in the long run?
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Elementary students welcome rules; adolescents rebel against
them. Would the latter be more willing to accept the formal
structure of the Grouptalk after they had been allowed to ramble
freely? ‘
In our instructions to the participants we have done little
so far to elaborate on ways in which s i be made.
Further experimentation in this area is necessary, especially
with older groups. The full potential of the summarizing process
in the Grouptalk has not yet been explored.

Finally we come to the question of how one trains people
to be good Grouptalk leaders. The method differs for training
adult and student leaders. We have taken initial steps in explor-
ing both of these areas. For the adults we have prepared a
thirty-page “Talk to Teachers” describing the sessions held with
fifth graders, what they accomplish and how to lead them. We
believe that after reading this booklet the prospective leader
should be given an opportunity to ask questions about the tech-
nique, participate in a Grouptalk discussion himself, listen to
the tape recording of a children’s session and then lead a session
himself which he can discuss with a trained leader.

Our experience in the area of training children to become
Grouptalk leaders is limited to the three instances whcu the
adult leader presented a question for discussion, then asked
a child to take over the leadership and left the room. The play-
back of the tape showed the children had learned something
just from watching the adult leader during their previous Group-
talk sessions. The problems involved in formal instruction pre-
sent a tremendous challenge.

Transfer Effects of Grouptalk Participation

We have discussed sume of the effects of participation in
a series of Grouptalk sessions on children with different person-
alities and capacitics as they are seen in subsequent Grouptalk
performances. We feel what they have learned can be carried
over into other discussions, perhaps into committee work. But
so far we have only been able to ask, not even begin to answer
the more important questions — questions about transfer of train-
ing. Research is needed to evaluate our further convictions that:
(1) the effect of Grouptalk participation can be carried over
into other areas, both emotional and cognitive, (2) skills de-

49

i8



S .

QCCASIONAL PAPER NO. 10

veloped in this formal small group discussion can be utilized
in the students’ performance in class, and (3) these new skills

will be evident whether the student is interviewed orally or

presented with a written assignmnént.

We do not believe there will be a direct carry-over in the
amount of participation from the small-group to the classroom.
In fact, initial observations of our more experienced participants
indicate that there is & qualitative effect involved. Some highly
vocal students become less so after their Grouptalk experience.
Previously they had talked all the time in class. Subsequently
they confined their contributions to relevant ones. We think it
is the quality of the participation that will provide evidence of
transfer of training, |

Teachers frequently ask us whether content lea.ming takes
place during the Grouptalk sessions because they are concerned
and wonder how deeply embedded incorrect information will
become in the students’ minds in view of the firm prohibition
against a leader’s correcting mistakes and conveying information.
If the teacher did nothing during the classroom periods that
followed to provide clarification of these errors, would the stu-
dents retain the incorrect knowledge firmly for having acquired
it in a small group? In general, one assumes, content instruction
is more effective in a small group than in a large one. Hearing
a bit of information used by a contemporary in the context of
trying to‘answer a question might make a more vivid impression,
especially if the adult present does not correct the statement
and therefore gives the impression of approval. Furthermore,
the information is embedded concretely in a problem solving
situation in which the child has been an a e participant.
Learning of incorrect facts should occur under 1nese conditions.

We know very little about how well children retain informa-
tion given in a Grouptalk session. We conducted individual
interviews with participants three days after the group session,
with another adult presenting the same question previously dis-
cussed in the Grouptalk. The individual responses clearly dem-
onstrate the short-term influence of the group discussion, with
a high degree of correspondence between the items. (A bright
girl, who had said nothing during the discussjon, recalled ten
of the twelve points from the group’s list.) Few new items are
added during the individual interview. The ones that are added
tend to be confabulations or extrapolations from the child’s ex-
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perience—an interesting subject of investigation itself. We made
no measurement of long-term effects on acquisition of informa-
tion in the Grouptalk session.

Theoretical Issues

Does self-awareness lead to better performance? One of the
basic assumptions of the Grouptalk as an instructional technique
is that learning and performance of cognitive skills involved in
a good discussion are enhanced by an increased awareness of
the process. We feel that our experience supports the validity
of the assumption. We explored this issue briefly.

The procedure used initially to introduce the Grouptalk to
children did neot produce the type of good discussion we had
in mind. We had called their attention to the rules during the
discussion. This gave insufficient emphasis to the awareness of
the process. We thought that learning could be speeded up by
calling attention at the o«tset to the factors involved in a good
discussion, identified for the children as specific rules to follow.
To help in the communication of the rules we labeled each one
with a key phrase. There was a rapid improvement in the
quality of the Grouptalk discussion with these attempts to make
the discussion process more salient.

It is challenging to contemplate the amount of data Group-
talk sessions could provide ta test the generalization: increasing
children's awareness of the nature of cognitive skills and of their
appropriate use will result in improved intellectual perfgpmance.

Our investigations have also raised a number of questions
about relevance. When we discovered that the fifth graders
already knew how to make judgments of relevance before they
became Grouptalk participants, we wondered about first graders
and found that they did too, on the whole. This left us with
the questions: When and how Jdo children learn to discern
relevance? '

If our conclusion is correct that we only affected the chil-
dren’s desire to remain relevant and facilitated their doing so,
then we must ask what factors in the Grouptalk situation affect
the participants’ wish to remain relevant. We feel the various
features of the Growptalk all wask' in the sanie direction. But
at this stage we do not know which are the essential ones.
Further research with the Grouptalk should help clarify some
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of the fascinating questions it has already raised on the subject
of relevance.

ConcLumnG REMARKS

The Grouptalk is a pedagogical tool Jdevised to teach chil-
dren skills that are not the primary focus of other types of
instruction. Its success in this respect with fifth-grade suburban
students is clear-cut: children learn to become good participants
in a small group discussion and to enjoy the process.

By adhering to the Grouptalk rules children learn how to
stay relevant and to produce good summaries. They also enlarge
their capacity to deal with intellectual concepts by developing
thinking skills. Other advantages for the student of participa-
tion in Grouptalks belong in the realm of social learning — how
to interact more effectively in a small group.

These benefits of participation in a series of Grouptalks are
in proportion, we believe, to how carefully the leader com-
municates awareness of the process, keeps the discussion relevant
and avoids dircetiveness with respect to content. The leader
who is able to withdraw from interactions with the students,
encouraging them to assume the responsibility for the discus-
sion, is the onc who uses the Grouptalk most effectively.

The Grouptalk allows the teacher to evaluate the work of
the classroom without the use of tests. It is particularly valuable
when there is no other quick, easy way for the teacher to dis-
cover how much the children have understood of what they
have learned. The teacher who observes or leads a Grouptalk
discovers an open window to the understanding of aspects of
children’s thinking in general und to the personality of individual
students which he would not otherwise have.

Initial explorations indicate that with modifications of the
procedure devlloped for suburban fifth graders, the Grouptalk
e, be used effectively with other groups, and for other purposes.
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We think it can be used with younger and older childron and
with ones from different backgrounds. We believe it can be
used effectively with adults, for example, in teacher training.
Further research is needed to show what the Crouptalk has to
offer for the schools. Because of its usefulness as a tool for eval-
uating understanding, curriculum builders can use the Grouptalk
to help in the construction of then course of study. Psychol-
ogists can use this new tool to study the cognitive and emotional
development of children. It enables them to observe children
with & minimum imposition of experimental constraints, and
therefore introduces few distortions into the normal thinking
process. The unanswered questions about the Grouptalk itself
provide a source for fruitful investigations. Clinical psycholo-
ogists may find in this technique another way of helping children
become more mature, a way which eschews interpretation «nd
therefore is particularly suituble for use in the schools. We
invite others to join with us in the exploration of this technique
and its applications.
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