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WHY DISCUSSIONS?dis·cus·sion

noun \di-ˈskə-shən\ the act of talking about something with another person or a group of people : a conversation about something
(Merriam Webster)


	Many purposes
	Multi-level 
	Various age groups
	Social and fun
	Learn new content
	Build fluency
Expand vocabulary

WHAT IS A DISCUSSION THAT WORKS?


By RELO Jennifer Uhler 		 AmericanEnglish.state.gov

Effective discussions…

Include the full participation of each member

Motivate each member to continue the discussion 

Focus on communicating an opinion or idea about a topic (not grammar)


Five Central Principles 

1. An English club is participant-centered.
2. An English club plays an important social role.
3. An English club gives people freedom.
4. An English club is rooted in the community.
5. An English club is fun. 
(Ewens, 2013)

TIPS for organizing your discussion group

· Create a comfortable atmosphere by arranging furniture in a non-hierarchical shape (circle, horseshoe), including background music or food if appropriate, welcoming participants as they enter, and taking time to get to know one another through icebreakers and introductions. 

· Agree on some ground rules that value participation from each member and encourage mutual respect during debate. Post these somewhere in your space to remind regulars and newcomers. 

· Limit correction of English. This is a safe learning space. Leave the classroom to the teacher. You want to encourage participation. Pointing out someone’s errors is a sure deterrent.

·  The discussion club is not about you. Don’t be afraid of silence. Learners need time and space to plan their participation. Encourage facilitators to sit back and wait for feedback before jumping in. If the facilitator is talking all the time, it is not a discussion.

· Put participants in charge of decision-making to give them ownership. Brainstorm topics together and rotate facilitation, with the weekly facilitator preparing questions and leading.

· Don’t fret about drop outs. You don’t need hoards for a discussion to be successful. Attendance will naturally ebb and flow; an effective discussion can happen with three or thirty participants. 

· Keep your discussion groups organized and wrap up the discussion on time. This makes it attractive and welcoming to newcomers as well as predictable for regulars. If a few participants choose to linger or socialize, they can, but this frees up others to leave if they must.

· The choice of topics is important, but we talk about a range of mundane topics everyday in our native languages. Participants need a reason to speak. Interesting is not the same as controversial (Ur, 2010). 

· Take care of disruptive behavior immediately. Address misbehavior by redirecting the group to the ground rules or pull aside participants afterward. If participants cannot maintain a respectful attitude, politely request they stop attending.“The purpose of the discussion, whether it is solving a problem, exploring the implications of an idea, constructing proposals or whatever, is to be taken very seriously and the results respected by teacher and students alike.” 
Penny Ur, author of Discussions that Work




[image: ]Activity and presentation ideas
1. Work in pairs and small groups (see Klippel, 1984).
LET’S TALK


2. Create questions on a topic (such as transport/food/hobbies) and ask small groups to conduct a survey and present their findings.
3. Conduct interviews in pairs or small groups and report back to the larger group.
4. Debate two sides of an issue. To keep everyone from getting overheated, practice with silly issues, such as where one can find the best ceviche in Latin America. Randomly assign participants to groups to encourage critical thinking and arguing for a side they might not normally support.
5. Use an evocative picture or quotation to get a conversation started.
6. Ask participants to bring memorabilia for show and tell. 
7. Follow a movie showing with a follow-up discussion.
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American English (games, songs, American culture resources) 
www.americanenglish.state.gov 
Pop Culture versus Real America (IIP English learning edition) 
tinyurl.com/o35zpcy 
Icebreakers and Energizers compiled by Diedre Hogan
 tinyurl.com/omzwt5m  
The Internet TESL Journal (games, activities, discussion questions) 
iteslj.org 
Voice of America Learning English 
learningenglish.voanews.com 

Shaping the Way We Teach English Webinars
Join the community for free at shapingenglish.ning.com
Webinar 10.4 Speak Up! Activities to Increase Student Talk Time
Webinar 6.4 Free & Fun Web Tools for Teaching 
Webinar 4.5 Language Games for All Levels
 Webinar 2.1 Warm-ups & Ice Breakers for All Ages
Selected bibliography for further reading and discovery
Ewens, T. (2013). English Clubs. eBook published by www.the-round.com
Hadfield, J. (1990). Intermediate Communication Games. Longman.
Klippel, F. (1984). Keep Talking. Cambridge University Press.
Meddings, L., and Thornbury, S. (2009). Teaching Unplugged. Delta Publishing.
Ur, P. (1981). Discussions that Work. CUP.
Wright, A., Betteridge, D., and Buckby, M. (2006). Games for Language Learning. CUP.
Yorkey, R. (2002). Talk-A-Tivities. Alta Books.
The Regional English Language Office for the Andean Region
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