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Abstract

This paper cutlines aroup discussion as a method of
instruction and prescribes how it can be used effectively. The
advantages and disadvantages of the group discussion method of
instruction are identified and these are used to make
recommendations as to when to use and when not to use this
¢ pproach.

A criterion for use of the group discussion method is
established and the four main types of group discussion are
presented as the general model, the student-centered model, the
mdderator model and the non-moderator model. Each type is
outlined in a simple format giving the introduction, the
presentation and the conclusion. Used properly, it has been
found to be a very efficient method for particular situations and
conditions which have been identified in the paper.




The EDeP or Extended Development Procedure (Reigeluth,
Doughty, sari, Powell, Frey, Sweeney & Berliner, 19832) is an
instructional design methodology which gives a broad range of

the Interservice Procedure for Instructional systems Deveiopment
(IPISD). It prescribes sequencing content, selection of
instructional strategies and the selection and use of various
approaches such as individual resources, tutoring, lecture, group
discussion, group activities and group projects.

The selection of the approach from a number of alternatives
(as shown in Figure 1) depends on the type of source of

instruction to be used as well as the type of receiver or
audience.

The lecture has been described as the secon3 oldest form of
instruction known to man and it is said that it was invented the
day after he learned to talk. Group discussion on the other hand
may be said to be the oldest form of instruction known to man,
for once he learned to talk, man started to talk to and be talked
to by others and thus discussion was invented. Though discussion
has been around longer than all the other forms of instruction,
it is not used as much as some ol the other approaches becauge it
requires a lot of pPreparation on the part of both the teacher and
the students, the Setup of some ground rules, and the presence of
participants Preferably with similar backgrounds.

Group discussion is sometimes put under the general umbrella
for "student-centered teaching.” Theoretical and practical
discussions concern the educational implications of the
individuals relationship with authority.

Adnn:mnfmnnm‘.ammn

Group discussion can be a highly effective method of
instruction. Properly conducted, discussions may elicit
reflective thinking or Ccreative problem-solving (Bloom, 1953).
In addition, discussions may be useful for increasing students'
awareness of the variables involved in complex matters, for
analyzing and reflecting on situations and for fostering
motivation (McKeachie, 1970; 1978; Hoover, 1980). Discussion

personal meaning and originality which is not possible under the
more common lecture~type of instruction. It reduces the
threatening aspects of the learning situation, €specially through
the rejection of implicit hostility, adverse criticism and
knowingness.

It also provides a more economic use of classroom "speaking
time" (Williams, 1983) and éncourages all students to participate
in the learning process. It Creates a lively and stimulating
atmosphere for learning.

Q
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Disadvantages of Group Discussion

As the saying goes, there's two sides to every coin. So is
there, for anything which has a use, disadvantages as well as
advantages. One of the most obvious disadvantages of group
discussion is that because it is a dynamic interaction between an
instructor and students, class activities seldom progress in the
order planned. Also, because of the unpredic:ability of a
discussion, teachers risk the possibilities that the exchange may
wander into irrelevant domains, areas outside the field of study
or worst of all, go so far out of control that essential material
18 not covered and objectives are not reachad. It is therefore
imperative that it is planned and implemented very carefully
(Yelon and Cooper, 1984). :

There is also the fact that group discussion as a method of
instruction, is very expensive and requires a lot of preparation
on the part of the instructor or teacher. Another possible
disadvantage is the fact that group discussion could be dominated
usually by the group's leader or chairman if not properly
organized. It also may sometimes degenerate into chaos if not
properly handled.

Finally, discussions are hard to conduct and hard to learn
how to conduct. The skills of questioning needed in conducting
discussion are complex and a high level of organizing ability is
required for an effective use of the yroup discussion method.
Also the group “1as to be homogeneous in verbal and/or analytical

sggé}s (Kennedy, 1982; Goldschmid and Goldschmid, 1976; D'Arcy,
1 .

Criteria for Use

Each of the eight modes of instruction has its own special
area of usefulness or application. 1In prescribing the group
discussion method as the method of choice for any particular
instance, it should be noted that it requires special management
guidelines and the setting up of some¢ ground rules. The
Rarticipation of the students implies automatic practice and
therefore better chances of listener reception and retention.

The group discussion method is ideal for certain types of
material to be taught and for certain situations: but as can be
expected, it is also unsuitable fcr other situations or
gccasions. Some of the appropriate situations are outlinedd

elow:

Hhen the group iz homogeneous - Group selection is a
critical activity in using the group discussion method of
instruction. The method is most effective when used for
small groups who share certain characteristics, such as a
common level of verbal and/or analytical skills or when the
grcup agrees on general terms used within the discipline in
which discussion is encouraged. (Kennedy, 1982)




mmmnammmusgimm-inasubject or
topic. Often students have an idea of a particular subject
or topic but their knowledge is fragmented or of some
specific aspect. 1In this cage they could be bored by a
formal lecture. 1Instead the teacher may direct them to some
assigned readings after which the discussion method could be
used effectively to ensure identification and retention of
the main issues. Since che students are already familiar
with the subject or some aspect of it, discussion will
induce individual research and participation which will in
turn ensure maximum retention and meaningful understanding.

mnmmmmm:mmwm

methods - Most effective methods of instruction like
individualized instruction are expensive both to acquire and
to operate. Since money is always a problem for most
programs, it becomes necessary to adopt less costly methods
for particular situations. Even though group discussion is
by nu means the cheapest mode of instruction (lecture method
being the cheapest), it is definitely one of the
not-too-expensive methods, especially if it ic handled by an
experienced group leader.

mm:mmamxﬁauamnmmmmmm
the particular area or subject - Often when a topic or
subject is new, there is a shortage of teachers wit"
adequate knowledge to teach by the iecture me“hod. 1In that
situation, it is usually advisable to adopt the discussion
method in which students are guided to research the subject
from various sources and then brought together in small
groups to discuss the topic or subject and arrive at some
consensus (Gall & Gall, 1976).

mmwmmmmmuw-mm-po:
very mature students who can be easily quided to conduct
their own research effectively, it is sometimes more
motivating to use the group discussion approach which will
enable them to participate fully in the teaching/learning
process. It also allows them to use their Creativity and
innovation.

Hhen information changes rapidly or frequently - In
situations where information changes rapidly and has to be
regularly updated, it is quite effective to have students
search various journals for current material on a particular
topic and then use the group discussion method to extract
the relevant conclusions for the benefit of the group. The
lecture could be used in such a situation but the group
discussion method allows more people to be involved in the
scanning of journals and therefore access to more sources.
This is active processing of information.

When information is scattereg among different sources - For
situations where information is not developed enough for
text books to be written, it ig often the practice for

7



articles from journals to be used as source matarial. In
such cases, the group discussion method is a very effective
way of getting maximum scanning of journals and the
extraction of relevant articles on the subject. Again, the
lecture method could be used for this situation but the
group discussion method generates participation by more
people.

Hhen long term retention is necessary - When long term
retention is necessary, then it is important for the student
to have sufficient opportunity for practice and immediate
feedback. In such cases, methods such as the lecture are
not very useful. The group discussion method could prove
useful in such situations since the participation of the
students in processing the assigned or prerequsite readings
and discussing the main points tends to create better
retention in the students.

uhen active L participation is requiled -~ One of the
benefits of the group discussion method is the fact that it
forces active individual participation and enhances
reflective thinking and individual development when done
properly. When individual/listener participation is
therefore important, then this is one of the most effective
methods of ins:ruction.

When listeners are above average in intelligence ~ As the
general level of education of the audience increases, the
use of the group discussion method becomes even more
appropriate and effective. This is because the student's
attitude towards the traditional teacher-student
relationship tends to be hustile. The student at this
stage, wants to be able to use his creativity in the
learning process. The student wants to show his knowledge
(Gall & Gall, 1976).

There are also specific instances and conditions under which
the group discussion method should not be used as a method of
instruction. The literature indicates several such situations
among which are the following:

Hhen there is a big difference in the background and lavel
of of the students - When theze is a large
difference in certain characteristics of the group members
such as a large variation in the levels of verbal and/or
analytical skills of the individual students, then the group
discussion method should not be used because there's bound
t: be domination by those with higher verbal and analytical
skills.

#dhen there is very little time - The discussion method of
instruction requires vast amounts of time both on the part
of the instructor and on the part of the students. The
teacher needs a lot of time for planning and organizing it
vhile the students need a lot of time to read preparatory
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material and research the particular topic or subject to be
taugnt. If, therefore, time is limited then this approach
should not be used. Instead, the lecture method would be a
better approach.

Hhen subject matter is highly abstract or complex -
Sometimes ths subject matter is abstract or very complex and
needs very careful research and handéling. In such cases,
group discussion may not be the best way to go about it.

Bhen the group is not homogeneous - This situation is
simjlar to that of difference in levels of intelligence. In
each case, the aroup discussion approach is not the
.appropriate method of instruction to use. This is because
the more intellicent or knowledgeable learners tend to
dominate the discussion.

Hhen there are insufficient resources - As has already been
mentioned, the group discussion method is certainly not the
cheapest method of instruction in terms of tine, as well as
woney for preparation. A lot of organizing and preparation
of the students as well as the format and the materials to
be used are required. These tend to make the method a
little more expensive than other methods. When there are
insufficient resources therefore, group discussion is
certainly not the best method of instruction to use.

Preparatory Steps Necessary for Effective Use of Group Discussion

In order to use the group~discussion method as an effective
method of instruction, there are some preparatory steps that need
to be taken. These are mainly decision-making steps concerning
the group size, group membership, meeting schedules, discussion
topics and starting of group sessions.

To ensure that each member or student gets enough time and
opportunity to make his/her contribution, it is important that
the group size is chosen such that the number of students is
neither too large (which could cause excessive limitation on
time) nor too small. As a rule of thumb or quick and dirty rule,
a group size of 6 or 8 members is ideal (Reigeluth, Doughty,
Sari, Powell, Frey & Sweeney, 1982). Students with similar
backgrounds should be placed together - this has been elaborated
upon under Criteria for Use.

The schedule of meeting times should also be determined
beforehand. In general, groups should meet for 1 or 2 hour
sessions. If it is necessary t¢ spend more time for the
discussions, then sessions of 1 hour or 1 1/2 hours with short
breaks (15 minutes) in-between should be used.

There are also a few other important steps to be taken care
of before the group sessions begin. The first is the assignment
of readings or other appropriate activity to be undertaken by
group members. If students are unfamiliar with each other, have
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an ice-breaker session.

It is also important, at this stage, to set the necessary

ground rules including goals and objectives as well as the
Problens.

THE GROUP DISCUSSION MEfHOD

The group discussion has been likened to the T-Group model
used by Psychologists and to the conference or "buzz group"
method used by communication specialists. Bridges (1979) defines
group discussion as the organization of individuals for putting
forward more than one point of view upon a subject, the
participants being disposed to examine and be responsive to the
different poirts of view Put forward and with the intention of
developing their knowledge, understanding and/or judgment on the
matter under discussion.

Gall (Gall & Gall, 1976) distinguishes between four
different types of discussion based on the instructional
objectives: subject-matter mastery discussion, issue-oriented
discussion, moral development discussion and problem-solving
discussions. This categorization, though more popular, is not
appropriate for our purposes (Dillon, 1984). For the purposes of
diffetentiating between these differences however, we may
Categorize the types of discussions as the general model, the
stgdent—cente:ed model, the moderator model and the non-moderator
model.

The General Model

The simplest form of group discussion is the general type in
which the teacher or instructor divides the class into groups,
8elects the topic or subject to be studied, provides guidance for
the research into material and then supervises the actual
discussion of the topic.

In general, discussion should be preceded by thorough
preparation on the part of both the teacher and the student.
This should include three important parts: the introduction, the
body and a summary and conclugsion (Yelon & Cooper, 1984).

Antroduction

The introduction of a group discussion also includes three
segments: a review or Ssummary, an introduction to the particular
topic, and questions to be discussed. The introductory remarks
usually provide a justification for the study of the particular

tofig or subject and a background and context for questions to be
asked.

The iutroduction should gain the attention of the audience
and generate interest in the subject matter or topic. It should
indicate the objectives, of the discussion, how they relate to
the individual's situvation and why the group discussion method

10
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has been chosen over other aiternative methods.
participants of what

going to be important., Thege remarks could furth
and focus the audience's

ideas or facts to be discussed at a broad level. The audience
should then be divided in

It should advise
is expected of them and how participation is

er serve to gain
attention while they present the general

to groups following special guidelines,

to ensure homogeneity of group, level of education, etc.

The teacher should also generate some general questions for

the participants or students to consider or focus on during the
discussions. This will gi

discussion. The introduction should also set a good climate for
the discussions. Most exp

erts recommend a permissive climate as
the best one. Sensitivity to all opinions and cultural values
should be encouraged.

Pregsentation

We now move to the body of the discussions,

and spel. out
the general dir

ection the discussions should follow. Each
be encouraged to present his or her contributions

Summary and Conclusion

The teacher listens t-o all the
or final step of the qiscusaion stm

Yariations of the General Model:
nmnmmmnm;m

simply a normal group discussion w
students as the moderator or leade
might be expected this model

of a moderator from among the

ith one of the participants or
r instead of the teacher. As
requires the selection and training
members of the group.
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Antroduction

The introduction for this type of group discussion follcws
the same pattern as that for the general model with very siight
modifications. The introductory remarks should provide
justification for the particular topic or subject chosen with a
little background information. The introduction should attempt
to gain the attention of the audience and generate interest in
the subject, and specify group sizes and method used for their
selection. Sometimes group members need to be involved in the
selection of the topic or subject matter. If this is the case,
it should be so stated and members allowed to select subject or
topic for discussion (Reigeluth et al., 1983).

The teacher should then provide guidelines for selection of
moderators and allow the groups to select their moderators. Once
this is done, the teacher should then organize a short training
session for the moderators, providing procedural guidelines for
conducting sessions, provide suggestions for reading matter and
other media and also remind moderators not to take control of
discussions and finally provide goals and objects for the
groups. :

Presentation

In the body of the discussion, otherwise known ats the
presentation, the selected moderator shculd introduce the topic
for discussion, set the ground rules for participation and
eéncourage every member to participate fully in order to benefit
from the session. The moderator should define the problem, if
appropriate, and use his facilitative skills and problem-solving
g;r;?egies to guide the qroup without dominating it (Flynn,

72) .

The moderator may kick off the discussion with some remarks
of his own on the chosen topic and pose some leading questions
which will get the discussions started. He m2y also invite some
particular members by name, to give their views to start the
discussion off, providing feedback to their responses, clarifying
them if they are inaccurate or if the members are not clear about
the subject (Thompson, 1974). Inappropriate contributions should
be politely pointed out without creating negative effect.

Summary

The summary of a group discussion with a moderator can be
handled in two ways. Either the moderator sums up the
discussions with a rua through the various consensus reached or
. he can invite each member of the group to make his or her
summative comments after which he can synthesize all of the
comments into major consenasus.

12




Yariations of the General Model:
Group Discussion Without a Mogerator

The group discussion without a moderator is also another
variation which is slightly different from the general model. In
this type, even thuugh there is no moderator, usually one of the
group members is selected as a recorder or secretary to record
the various consersus reached by the group. In such cases
usually, the natural leadership emerges from the group.

Introductior

With this model of group iiscussion, the teacher needs to
ensure that group se ection is done very carefully to consist of
mature, motivated students capable of organizing their affairs
theuselves. Since the group is really without a de jure leader,
it i8 even more important for the teacher to draw clear and
specific ground rules for the group. Procedural guidelines
should be given in clear usambiguous terms. Introduction of the
topic or subject for discussion together with some leading
questions is usuelly a good apptoach in such cases.

The group then is encouraged to select a re.order or
secretary who will keep a record of the main points or
contributions and-the consensus arrived at if any.

Presentation

The presentation for the group discussion without a
moderator is different from that with a moderator. In this case,
it is usually more effective for the group to agree to go round
in a particular order to hear the views arnd/or comments of each
member in turn with regard to each particular issue. Once a
consensus is reached on particular issuve or viewpoint, it is
noted down by the recorder or secretary.

Summary

Once the topic or subject has been thoroughly discussed by
the group, the group may agree to Go a tinal round for each
member to present his or her concluding remarks or comments. The
recorder then reczpitulates for the entire group the major points
noted down and the various consensus arrived at. These are given

a final review by the group and then presented as the report for
the group.

Conclusion

Group discussion is one of the methods of instruction which
actively involves the learner in the process. It certainly has
several advantages, notable among which are the fact that it
increases internalization and retention of information, usually
F:ovides cohesiveness of members in *'.» group (except for highly
controversial terics)!, increases the rate of learning and
retention, reduces the fear of failure, and provides
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educationally effective training in interpersonal relations
(Flynn, 1972). 1t also encourages cooperation, com unity and
participative decision-making (Flynn, 1972). However, it must be
noted that group discussion is very time-consuming especially if
the group is very heterogencus. It may not always be necessary
or feasible, but if it can be utilized it is a very exciting and
stimulating method of instruction to use because it pools
together the abilities, knowledge and experience of ali meabers
of the group, to reach a common goal.
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Professional Non-professional Instructional Non-instructional
One  Professional Peer Tutoring Individualized Individual
:l Tutoring Resources Projects
‘ Many Lecture Grow Discussion Group Group Projects
Activities

FIGURE: 1: Alternative approaches of instruction based on source and
receiver characteristics. 19




