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Organization 

Now t~e task itself is of paramount importance; but very little less 
so ,is the manner of its administration. This may make all the 
difference betwet'l1 smooth, independent student performance and 
inefficient confusion. 

Presentallon 

Th~ presentation of the task should usually be made before any 
move is made by students to start work. I ha ve often fallen 
into the trap of getting students into their groups, giving out the 
materials, and only then starting to explttn what they have to 
do; by this time their attention is IlJturaIly focused on each other 
Or on the materials. not on me, with a corresponding drop in 
concentration and comprehension. It is essential that the students 
should be completely clear in their minds right from the Slar( 
what the task is, and what limitations are imposed on how they 
do it; hence they should be told this by the teacher while their 
attention is fully hers. 

There is a limit, of Course, to students' patience and concentra­
tion span; so the clearer and.more concise the instructions the 
belter. With cIass<.'s whose knowledge ofEnglish is not yet up to 
understanding such instructions without a great deal of 
clarification and rep<.'tition, it may be most sensible to give these 
in the native Iangnage; time saved by gi ving the preliminary 
explanation il. the vernacular is time gained for the discussion 
itself. 

The first time a class does all activity, it is often a good idea to 
do a 'trial run', either with the full class, or using a group of good 
students as demonstrators. In the more lengthy discussions that 
involve a lot of negotiation and argLlment this is impractical 

:~	 and unnecessary; but in the shorter game-like activities it may be 
the best way tamake sure that the rules and procedure are clear to 
all . .:~ 

'1 
j Process 

If we want to ensure a smooth, efficient and enjoyable disct1Ssion 
we shall need to consider various aspects of its process; I use the 
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latter term to refer to the J/lay the (JI~cussloll is hrld, as distinct froTT 
the conlfnt of what is ~aid. Some of these aspects arc points of 
formal procedure, others are ad-hoc stratagems for dealing with 
particular problems; some need to be included ill the teacher's 
preliminary instructions, others may only be pUt in during.'- the course of the talking. Not all the points mentioned in this 
section are rdevant to all discussions; but the teacher needs to be 
aware of them and their possible application. 

Firstly, how will the group set about the task? They may just 
start talking, and often this is sufficient; but in some cases a 
few simple rdlllements may make that talking much more 
effIciellt and enjoyable. One is the electi/1g offUlletiol'laries to do 
particular jobs as the discussion proceeds; a chairman, for 
example, or a secretary. Another is the organization ofstrategy: 
what things are to be done in what order. In many creative or 
interpretative exercises, for example, it is a good idea to start off 
with a 'brainstorming' session, with the secretary noting down al 
suggestions, preferably where they can be seen; and only then 
start sifting and evaluating, rather than discussing each proposal; 
it comes up. Or it may help for each participant to note down hi: 
own ideas on the subject before the general discussion begins; or 
for students to work in pairs first. Sometimes the introduction 
ofgame.ruJes or other limitations can add zest; students may not I 
allowed to see each other's materials, or may be limited in time 
or media. 

Another aspect of process which the teacher will do well to 
consider before she starts is the dimibutio/1 of tasks. In other word 
arc all the groups going to do the same thing? Sometimes, if the 
teacher can cope with the preparation and organization, groups 
may do totally different exercises. Dut even wh<.'re the groups ar, 
all doing the same general type of activity, it is often a good 
idea for the actual content of the tasks to be different; this stops 
groups plagiarizing, and lowers the possibility of distraction. Th 
different tasks may be eomplementary (as in Debates, p. 105), or 
task completed by one group may be passed on to another (as in 
Uses oj an object, p. 37). 

There are certain general discussion skills, also, about which the 
teacher will need to remind hcr students. The need for reasOll11bl 
balanced participation ofall members of the group, respect for 
the chair, prohibition ofinterruptions, and even so simple a thin 
as keeping voices down so as not to disturb other groups or 
classes - all thesc may need to be consciously and sy~tematically 
taught, especially in younger classes. They may even be made 
a part of the task, and the group's performance judged by 
satisfactory standards in these aspects as well as by results. 
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OrJ!(lIl i:tation 

The teacher may need to function discreetly as discussion leader 
in coping with specific problems as they come up. For example, 
it sometimes happens that the discussion gets rather invol~ed, and 
there is a danger that participants may lose the thread of what is 
going on: it is very helpful for the teacher to step in with a 
dar[(ication (if, ofcourse, the number ofgroups is sufficiently 
small for her to be able to follow the developments in each). This 
may take the form of a simpler paraphrase of what has recently 
been said, or a summary of conclusions the group has 'llready 
reached, or a redefinition of the problem in the light of new 
information or ofa different viewpoint. Secondly, there is the 
prevention rif d~~re55ion5. Sometimes, it is true, digressions may take 
the form of interesting and possibly productive sidelines that can 
be left to develop; but the pointless, non-prodlfCtive digression 
needs to be cut short, and it is up to the teacher, usually, to 
diagnose the difference and act accordingly. Thirdly, it may

/'	 
happen that the discussion Rags or goes off the rails because of 
lack of ideas or too facile a treatment of the subject. Here the 
teacher may find herself making a cOn/rib"tioH to COn/eM. in general, 
a good discussion-leader should concern herself with process 
only, but this has its exceptions. Contribution to content may in 
Some cases prove the most effecttve oiler of the wheels of process. 
A suggestion from the teacher as to an alternative approach, or 
another contribution to the brainstorm, for instance, may 
give the whole debate a boost onwards. Or where the students 
have contented themselves with shallow, facile conelusions, have 
ignored inconvenient facts, or arc over-biased, the teacher may 
very productively 'throw a spanner in the works': call to mind 
those unwelcome facts, or produce 'subversive' opinions (not 
necessarily her own!). All this tends to make the discussion more 
controversial and the treatment of the subject more thorough. 

Other aspects of process arc concerned with language practice. 
Firstly there is the question of the discoura.~emellt of native 
lt1"J!"age lISe. The temptation to fall back on thcir native tongue is 
always before our students, and there is no one easy way to 
stop them succumbing. Exhortations and consistent reminders by
 
the teacher help, but may not always be adequate. Stratagems
 
which may be useful: if there is a group contest, then groups may
 
be told that every Occurrence ofnative-language usc will lower
 
their eventual score: the teacher cannot always be present_tp check
 
this, so I have often found it effective to appoint an observer
 
from among the students whose job it is to note any such
 
transgression. Or you may put a tape-recorder (on 'record') by an
 
offending group, and make sure they know about it _ this is
 
surprisingly effective. 

Proce55 

Another problem connected with language usc is partidpatioH 
/,flcollrtlf!emml: what can we do to ensure that all the students 
do have a chance to practise using the language actively? This can 
be built in to the task by such stratagems as the 'combining 
arrangement' (an idea based on the article of that name by I.S.P. 
Nation - sec the Bibliography). What this means, basically, is 
that instead ofgiving all the data needed to solve a problem to the 
group as a whole, you give only one item to each member. 
Thus they all have to 'combine' (and therefore speak) in order to 
work out the answer (sec for example the activity described on p. 
15, or Combining ver5ions, p. 90). Or we can insist that every 
student has to put forward at least one suggestion in a 'brainstorm'; 
this can be helped if a little time is allotted at the beginning for 
each student to think about or jot down his ideas. We can lay 
down that decisions must be made, if possible, by unanimous 
agreement rather than just majority vote (this has the added 
advantage that it makes the debate far more thorough). 
Alternatively, in an open-ended creative assignment, we can make 
it a condition that the result must contain at least one contribution 
from each group member. 

What about correrting mistakes oflanguage? Some teachers think 
this should never be done in Ruency exercises, on the grounds that 
it is discouraging, interferes with the Row of discourse, and stops 
students having to make do with what they know. Now 
nothing, in my opinion, should 'never' or 'always' be done in 
language teaching (even this proposition probably has its 
exceptions!); such pronouncements are at best over-simplifica­
tions, at worst simply wrong. In the present case, there arc 
reasons why one would want to compromise. Firstly, even if the 
teacher does not correct glaring errors, other students will, 
probably more rudely and less efIiciently, Secondly, a student 
often knows he may be saying something wrong, or may simply 
not know how to say it at all, and will learn more from being 
given the appropriate form or item at a moment when he need~ It 
to express himself, than he will from being forced to paraphrase, 
Lastly, withholding such help often hampers the discussion and 
discourages students more than giving it, However. the teacher is 
not alwa ys on the spot, and on such occasions the student will 
have plenty of practice in making do with the limited language 
available to him. In short, although we do not do formallanguag~ 
teaching in these activities, and though we want students to 

•.. develop independence and Ruency, there is a case for uhobtrusive 
helping-out with specific errors or gaps as they come up, 
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Organization 

(~~dl~_O 
How do we draw the discussions to a e1ose? There arc v~rious 
problems here: one group may finish long before the others; all 
the groups may finish early, or be still fully absorbed f.,r beyond 
the period previously estimated by the teacher. 

Let us start with the first of these, as it comes up almost every 
time. The obvious answer is for the teacher to give the quickest 
~rol1p further work to do until all or most of the others finish. 
This further work may take the form ofan elaboration of the task 
(You've made a Jist of possible items? Good, now put them in 
order of probability/priority/interest. You've made up your story? 
Now record it/prepare it for acting/write it out ... and so on). 
The teacher may have self-access work-cards available for 
individual stop-gap occupation. Or she may simply say 'Get on 
with your homework' or 'Read your books'. In any case, 
these reserve occUpations should be ready to hand; and their 
preparation is an essential part of the lesson plan as a whole. 

/ At what point docs one c1" a halt to the discussio ? This is
l1

often difficult to gauge. Sometimes it may be best to wait until all 
the groups have completed the task, "sometimes this takes too 
Ilon~, and it is better to stop the fast ones before they finish; 
at other times it is even expedient to stop all ~roups while they arc 
still absorbed and active, but h~ve CIlough m~terial re~dy to 
w~rrmt ~ feclin~ of ~chievement ~nd ~ frUitful feedback session. 
This last possibility has an ~dded ~dv~ntage: it le~ves students 
with a taste for more, and thus with heightened enthusiasm, or at 
least willingness, for further such activities. A preViously-given 
time-limit, of course, solves this problem at a stroke, but may not 
always be appropriate. Beyond these ideas, I can give no further 
reliable recommendations: it is up to the teacher to be flexible and 
rely on her common sense. However, one warning: if you think 
you may have to stop one or more groups before they finish, 
say so beforehand - this saves protests and delays when the' time 
comes. 

, .. ' ". "."" ..... ,~-.". 

Feedback.__~ ____ ...-T<'"~-_ 

The ending of the group discussions and the finishing ()f the task
 
do not constitute the end of the exercise as a whole. It is not
 
fair to students to ask them to put a Jot ofeffort into something,
 
and then to disregard the result. It is true that we, as teachers,
 
arc mostly interested in the lal)g!!:!ge practice that takes place
 
during the discussion itself; but the students arc at least equally, if
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Feedhack 

not more, interested in its apparent'pyrpos.e, whose achievement 
Ls represented by the results of the task. What the groups have 
done must then be dfspiayed and reiated to in some way by 
teacher and class: assessed, criticized, admired. argued with. or 
even simply listened to with interest. This I call thefccdl>ack 
session; it is an essential part of the activity as a whole and may 
provide a setting for some valuable learning. 

Feedback can be organized in a multitude of different ways: by 
giving the 'correct' rcsults, where there arc any. and getting 
groups to assess their own success; by trying to collate the various 
proposals into a defll1itive c1as~ vcrsion; by comparing the 
conclusions of different ~roup~; by simply asking group~ to read 
aloud, display, or play back their results. It is particularly 
interesting for one group that has been working on a certain 
assignment to find out how the others have coped with it; I am 
always pleased to find how attentive students arc when listening 
to descriptions of what other groups have made of the same 
material they have had. 

In most cases a brief full class session is needed and some sort of 
rounding-off summary by the teacher. It is most important not 
to leave the problems set hangin!!: in the air (unless it is planned to 
continue in a further session), to supply all the necessary 
solutions, to answer queries a~ far as possible, and to give students 
time and scope for explorin{!: eonAiets and differences that corne 
out ofcomparing results. Sometimes the teacher may find it 
advisable to publish the results in some way: to pin them up on 
the board or type them out for distribution. 

So much for the feedback on results, which may be done by 
teacher and class together; the feedback on process, however, is 
much more teacher-centred. The organization and performance \;If 
the debate sometimes need to be reacted to, assessed and 
criticized by the teacher, preferably immediately after the activity, 
if we are to take seriously the teaching of discussion skills. It is 
no good being indiscriminatingly warm and approving of 
students' work; they will appreciate being told exactly where and 
when their discussion could have been better, as well as where 
it was good. That this part of the lesson needs to be teacher­
centred, incidentally. does not imply that it is teacher­
~onopo1ized; students' reactions and comments may also 
contribute to it. 

Lastly. there is the feedback on the language use itsel f. Discus­
sions provide the teacher with valuable information on what 
lanp;uage is actively known and what is not, what is used rightly 
and what needs correction and practice. On the basis of this 
information she can then build further language lessons. These, of 
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Organization 

course. do not have to be immediately after the discussion; as far 
as the students are concerned there does not have to be any 
connection between the two, though the teacher may find it useful 
to point it out. 

Conclusion 

To summarize: discussions or discussion-games are the best 
vehicle for fluency practice in a foreign language: the question is 
how to make these maxifTl3\1y effective. Interesting topics, 
grollp-worll, and role-play can facilitate student interaction. A task 
which cannot be done without verbal communication supplies 
learners with a reason to speak. and thus makes for a higher 
degree of naturalness and enthusiasm in their discourse. Finally, 
discussions can be made very much more efficient and enjoyable if 
attention is given to their organization. 

It has been said that there is nothing so practical as a good 
theory; and l hope this may be true of the theoretical ideas of Part 
1. Their application in practice forms the basis of Part 2, where 
a number of al:tual disl:ussions that work are described in detail. 


