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How to Lead and Take Part in

Your First

Assessed Discussions

This guidance is tailored towards first year English students at BGC, Lincoln.  Other institutions or disciplines may adopt slightly different practices


Is a discussion the same as a presentation?

No.  In presentations you will speak to the class either reading from a prepared paper (i.e. reading an essay aloud) or, more usually, speaking from notes and improvising using a cueing mechanism (like an OHP).  Presentations are usually followed by questions from your peers and the tutor.  This may, if the topic is interesting, or the tutor has structured the module around the presentations, lead to a discussion.  Therefore, with a presentation it is your talk which is assessed, though sometimes (and this is indicated in the module booklet) the tutor will take account of your response to the questions.  If a discussion follows, this is not assessed.

What is an assessed discussion?  

At BGC it is a series of student-led discussion sessions.  Students are broken down into groups of no more than 15 (usually less).  Each student takes a turn to lead a discussion (often, but not always 30mins in duration – see module booklets) with their peers.  The tutor does not take part, but simply listens and marks following an agreed system and set of criteria.  If there are 15 students in the group each student will, therefore, lead one discussion and take part in 14 more.  There will not be more than three discussion in any given session, because it is hard to concentrate for any longer.


In short…

Think of yourself as a facilitator or someone who helps the discussion along.  The discussion is like a good seminar class where everyone is contributing and adding to the ideas on the table.  Or you might think of it as an informal meeting that you have arranged to discuss a topic of interest to you all.  

Your job is get the discussion going by sharing some information or examining some sources together (they will probably be primary texts).  You will need to spend about 5 minutes doing this, or the group will have nothing to talk about, but don’t let these initial few words turn into a presentation.  You will know more about and may be more interested in the topic, but you do not have all the answers up your sleeve and the group should not try and question you to elicit those answers.  If they do start to question you, throw the questions back at them and insist they have a go at answering.  

Remember it is not your ideas which are being discussed and tested, but theirs.  You might ask the questions, but it is the group who will come up with and evaluate the answers.  We want them to exchange their knowledge with each other and, collaboratively, develop their understanding of the subject.

Once you have started the discussion you will intervene as often as necessary to:

a) keep the discussion going (e.g. by asking another related question off your list) 

b) deepen and develop the discussion (e.g. by cross-questioning someone, or by asking a supplementary question, or by comparing one student’s point with another to generate another question).  

Structuring your discussion

To do this you will need to structure in your mind and in your notes the path that the discussion might take.  

· Imagine you were writing an essay on the topic and do all the usual research (see ‘How to Write Your First Essay’).  Write yourself a plan of that essay, complete with developing argument.    This will provide you with both a list of the pertinent issues and a logical order that gradually deals with the topic in more and more depth.  

· Now make notes on how you will introduce the topic.  When it comes to the big day, don’t do this outside the classroom, in the bar or somewhere similar, and then jump straight to question one at the start of your discussion, because we will be listening and giving marks for this introduction and scene setting!  It should last 5 minutes, not a lot more or less.

· Next make a list of the main questions that you feel you really ought to ask because they represent the important issues.  There will be about as many as you have paragraphs in a short essay (7-10?).   Make sure you ask these in some form or another.  They will provide the back-bone of the discussion.  Think, how long to spend on each (3-5 mins?).  Perhaps underline, embolden or use a different colour for these questions, because underneath each you should have …

· … some supplementary points/questions.  If the group does not pick up and run with your question, you will need these to encourage them to take the bait and explore the issue in depth.  These should not just repeat the first question in different words, but should look at the topic from different perspectives, or apply it in different contexts, or compare it to other points/questions/texts, anything that gets them grappling with the complexity of the main point.  You will use only as many of these as you think necessary.

· Your questions will often be supported or based upon references to the text(s) on the table or another text (primary or secondary), to other discussions, classes or modules, to the arts, films, television, politics, or any other aspect of culture that is relevant.  Remember: making connections is a good thing.  

· You might have some kind of visual aid:

· OHP – with quotations on or a structure of your discussion (but beware about giving away the structure too easily because it sometimes encourages people to jump to your later topics);

· handout – with quotations, or, more likely, an extended textual extract, a picture;

· a television or film extract – don’t talk about films without showing an extract; practice handling the clips in a smooth, quiet and efficient manner;

· pre-written flip-chart or white-board – perhaps with two sides of an argument on it, or with some intriguing remark or image.  

How do I choose my topic?

Your tutor will guide you on exactly what topic to choose and how to table and distribute any resources.  Some discussions are on a text (e.g. a short story; a newspaper article; or a poem) or compare two or three texts; others are on a theme or issue (e.g. a postmodern view of history); others require the application of a theory to a text – Brechtian views on Shakespeare).  

Your role as a facilitator

You might also plan ways in which you are going to ensure everyone joins in with your discussion.  We don’t just want it to be question/answer/question/answer with the usual chatty souls coming up with the answers, do we?  That would be rather tedious and would not help anyone.  Instead, we want it to develop into a lively, interactive, multi-way discussion, in which you as the leader don’t speak all that often.  Instead you will simply intervene occasionally to keep things going. You will act as an:  

· information and opinion giver

· information and opinion seeker

· direction and role definer

· summarizer

· energizer

· comprehension checker

· encourager of participation

· communication facilitator

· tension reliever

· process observer

· interpersonal problem solver

· supporter and praiser – these actions are listed in Johnson (1982) Joining Together, 52-52

Specifically this means: 

· move the subject on, because things have got stuck on a topic;

· deepen and focus the point under discussion;

· develop and broaden the point under discussion;

· get the quieter individuals to contribute;

· get any dominant individuals to take a back seat;

· compare points made in the session;

· compare with other modules or sources;

· move the discussion into a new area;

· signpost where the discussion is going and how the current point fits into the whole;

· remind people of what has been said and where they should go next. 

In other words, a good discussion is much more than reading down a list of questions, though clearly you need to have some questions in mind and on paper in front of you.  

Get everyone joining in

It may not be easy to get everyone chatting and contributing.  Try some of these techniques (not all of them or we will be in a spin!):

· ask for an opinion/gut reaction/first thought from everyone;

· ask the audience to take a moment to talk in small groups about something and then you choose the quieter ones to feedback on what their little group said;

· go round these little groups and specifically refer to the ideas of the  quieter ones in the plenary discussion that follows: ‘I know that you (Joe) made a good point about this; would you share it with the group?’

· go round the room asking for one word from everyone on a given topic;

· get everyone to write something on the topic on a flipchart and use this to start the discussion; you can then ask people to justify their comment;

· plant quotations or questions among the group (choose the quieter people)  and warn them that at some point you will ask them to read out the quotation/question and comment on it; others can then follow-up with more remarks;

· get everyone to write down a definition of something and then have everyone or every other, or every third person to feedback;  

Keep us awake

Try to keep the texture of the discussion varied so that it is not always question/answer/question:

· record answers on a flip-chart or white-board;

· use a few props (occasionally a student dresses up and gets in role!)

· distribute objects or pictures for your audience to look at;

· pass around any interesting books that you have referred to;

· ask a member of the audience to read something aloud for you;

· get them to vote;

· bring some symbolic object or picture that helps people understand the point you are making – someone brought along a Russian doll when talking about the French Lieutenant’s Woman, once, to illustrate the idea of worlds within worlds;

· share an amusing anecdote or story that supports your point;

· ask a question and say you will ask for the answer at the ends;

· say you will do a quiz at the end to check who has been listening;

· play some appropriate relevant music;

· or an extract from a film or TV programme;

· and so on …

Concluding

Finally, you need to conclude:

· Summarise and synthesise the discussion (low marks for the former, higher marks if you can bring the points together into a meaningful whole and make the conclusion greater than the sum of the parts).

· There should be a clear winding down and sense of an ending; don’t just stop abruptly.

· You might have a final quotation, extract, piece of music, picture or some such, that will nicely act as a cap on the proceedings.

· You might bring the discussion full circle and repeat something said in the introduction.

· You might show that, actually, the discussion has travelled a long way from your introduction.

· Tidy up any lose ends.

· Don’t apologise for the discussion you have just run.

· Take 3 or 4 minutes on this conclusion.


In short …

You need to contribute regular, relevant comments to the discussion and you will be assessed on both the quantity and quality of your remarks.  

How often must I speak?

Quite often!  It is difficult and dangerous to speculate, but I would hope that you would make at least half a dozen comments in a 30 minute discussion.  But this is a rough estimate.  You will have more to say in some discussions than others and that’s fine.  If you only say one or two things, one week, try and be chattier next time. The marking tutor will take an overview.  Usually the only people who fail are those who say very little (nothing some weeks and only one or two comments at other times).

However, there can be too much of a good thing and you must not dominate.  For the higher marks, you will need to show that you can help the discussion along, support and encourage quieter members of the group and use a range of discussion skills.

Does it matter what I say?

Yes!  We will assess the quality of your comments and you will not be rewarded for remarking on the weather or the fact that you are hungry.  We are looking for you to show as good a level of understanding as you do in an essay, so make sure you try and make thoughtful, intelligent comments.  However, remember that there are a number of straightforward things, which need to be said to help a discussion along, so don’t worry if not every remark is insightful.   If, for example, you summarise a plot that someone has forgotten, or remind someone of a point that was made earlier, or remember a date or name, or intelligently support someone’s remark, you will be rewarded under the discussion skills heading, because all these comments help a discussion on its way.  It is also often the case that you do not know quite what point you are making until it comes out, so do have a go.

What exactly might I say?

You might:

· reply to the question directly;

· connect the question to an earlier point;

· refer to a source to support your comment;

· refer to another module  to support your point;

· compare;

· contrast;

· speculate;

· be provocative;

· be supportive;

· cross-question the leader or a group member;

· play devil’s advocate;

· encourage someone to speak;

· generalise from a specific point;

· make a specific point from a general one;

· make a short answer;

· or a longer one;

· ask a question in response to a question;

· share an idea;

· test an idea.

Which is more important, leading or contributing?

They are equally important.  Half the mark will be for your ‘leading’ session and half the mark for your contributions to everybody else’s discussions.  

What is the weighting of content against skills?  

They are equally weighted, but we do not award marks separately.  This balance applies whether you are leading or contributing.  So we expect you to ‘know your stuff’ and to be able to either lead or contribute effectively to a discussion.  If you have a first class level of understanding but poor discussions skills, or vice versa, you will receive a middling mark.  

Practical difficulties

Equipment

Check the room and its facilities – as described in detail in ‘How to give your first presentation.’  

Book anything you need, like an OHP, in advance.

What if I am away? 

We treat the discussions exactly like a drawn out examination.  If the student has a very good reason for being absent (illness with supporting doctor’s note is the most common), their contribution mark can be adjusted for their absence and their ‘leading’ session moved to another day.  If they simply fail to arrive, they are marked as if they have sat in silence and their average number of remarks will be proportionately reduced.     

How do you handle re-take?  

If at the end of the process, a student has failed and s/he wishes to re-take, we would expect to negotiate an appropriate alternative assignment.  If it is practical they may join another series of discussions, but this is likely to be impossible, so we would probably ask for a written essay with viva. 

Marking

Your tutor will quietly sit and take notes.  These will be written up on a report sheet at a later date – most tutors like to wait until everyone has given their presentation before giving out the marks.

Moderation

We live moderate 25% of oral work.  This means another tutor will sit in on some of the discussions.  Our choice of what to moderate depends largely on the time-table and the logistics – it doesn’t mean you are particularly good or bad or anything like that!

Discussions will be videotaped for several reasons, but primarily to ensure that the marking of discussions is fair and consistent.  You will get used to this in time.  Just ignore the camera once you are under way.

The External Examiner is sent some of the videos at the end of the semester so that she can check that our standards are correct (they usually are and she only very rarely suggests changing a mark).

Training and Research

We would like your permission to use some of the videos for training and research purposes in the future.  This does not mean that other staff or students are going to sit around and laugh at you on film – far from it!  Students themselves have requested this in the past and have commented how useful it is to see how other people tackle discussions.  Video extracts would only be shown to students with a tutor present in the room.

Please have a private word with me if you are not happy for the video to be used for this purpose and I will make a note on the video in question.  Don’t worry too much about this, most videos disappear into a dark store never to see the light of day.  If you wish to see yourself on video, please ask and I will arrange for you to have a private lunch-time viewing.  If the tutor has not shown you a training video in class, you may ask the technician (Chris Olney) to arrange a showing for you one lunch-time after morning class (c.11.45) in the English Centre ‘Kitchen’.  Feel free to ask your tutor to show you and talk through a training video in class.

Tutorials and advice

You are free to contact the tutor for advice on your presentation at any time.  There may be a set time to attend for a tutorial, but you can also see a member of staff at other times.  Just have a quick word to arrange a time.  After class is often a popular slot with everyone.

You will also be given details and advice in class.  If you miss this session, be sure to talk with the tutor about it.

Skills

During your degree you will develop and be tested on a range of knowledge and skills.  Each type of assignment is targeted at a particular area of knowledge and range of skills.  By being aware of what we are developing and testing, we hope that you will be able to learn more effectively.  Therefore, the Student Handbook contains a summary of what knowledge and skills each assignment type develops.  This is an extract from the summary table that indicates which skills are particularly developed and tested in discussions.  The more stars, the greater that type of assignment develops the named knowledge or skills. 

	Discus-

sion
	Textual knowledge understanding *

Criticism and theory *

Socio-historical and inter-disciplinary contexts *

Textual strategies *
	Argument and 

analysis *

Questioning ***

Skills of synthesis *
	Independent Research *** (when leading)

Specialist language *
	Critical analysis **

Information handling *

Independent thought **

Research skills (when leading) **

Time-management (when leading) *

Group work ***

Interpersonal skills ***

Discussion and presentation skills ***


Criteria

When we mark your discussions we are looking for specific things.  These are the ‘criteria’ by which we will judge the discussion.  To be sure that we, staff and students alike, know what the standards are we describe them in detailed criteria tables.  The one for discussions is attached to this leaflet.   Read the table carefully in conjunction with this leaflet.  

The criteria headings are as follows

Leading a discussion: 

· content i.e. the leader’s personal knowledge and understanding, their choice of focus and the resources they use;

· communication skills i.e. the leader’s ability to structure and facilitate a discussion and the pace and timing of questions.

Oral contributions

· content i.e. the contributor’s knowledge and understanding and use of sources;

· communication skills i.e. the frequency and deployment of contributions and the discussion skills used (such as supporting, debating, arguing, encouraging, cross-questioning, asking for clarification, playing devil’s advocate, adding details, relating points).

The ‘content’ headings are equivalent to the ‘knowledge and understanding’ and ‘use of sources’ headings in most of the other criteria tables, such as that for written assignments.

The ‘communication skills’ heading corresponds to the ‘development of theme/argument’ and ‘quality of communication’ headings.

What are we actually writing down when we take notes?

Each tutor will have their own way of recording the discussion, but many will use the attached record card as an aide memoire.  It allows us to note what you do at the time so that our faulty memory and wayward assumptions do not count either in favour or against you!  We will write up our comments on a standard report sheet after the series of discussions is over.

So, will everything be all right on the night?

Yes, discussions are both well-liked and thought to be very good at helping you to develop understanding and skills.  The beauty of them is that you can have good days and bad days and still do fine, because it is your performance over the whole series that counts.   

Even the occasion when you lead is going to be fine, because, remember, all the other students are also being assessed for their contributions.  They are desperate to answer your questions and to appear eager and intelligent!  

So discussions are almost like not being assessed at all.  It’s nearly as easy as attending an ordinary seminar class.  What more could you want?

Double-sided A5 ‘Record Card’ used for taking notes

during assessed discussions with sample comments

	Student:  Joe Bloggs                      Tutor initial: SAB     Course details: Level 3 Postmodernism

	Leading a Discussion                  Date:  7.5.02                                     Topic: Memory

	Leading a discussion: content 

topic well-chosen; fresh angle using film; proper recognition of film theory; slipped up on Derrida, but at least had a go; summaries of films a little long, why no extracts shown to complement the textual extracts in handout? better on Derrida this time, but would have been better with Hutcheon; never mentioned national or group memory;



	Leading a discussion: skills
useful warm-up activity focused group on topic;  tends to dominate to start with at least; supports discussion with basic information; no analysis of his own, but questions require group to analyse; better when got going with questions, clearly understands and is thinking about which question to choose next and how to link it to the last comment; group are thinking and trying to push beneath surface some of the time; missed an opportunity to connect two points; asked specific but accessible question to silent group member who responded well; moves on from topic to topic well enough; starting to run over time, has tried to include too much; but yes, now has brought to a close reasonably on time, rather hurried conclusion, no summing up of main points.


	Oral Contributions – content and frequency 

	Satisfactory *

((((( 

5
	Good **

(((((  (((((   (((((   (((((      

(((((   (((((   (((((  (((((
(((((
45
	Excellent ***

(((((  

4

	Oral Contributions – discussion skills and other specific remarks on content  

quiet to start with  but got going after extract was tabled; using sources very well to support counter-argument; once again quiet with general questions, but good on sources;  stuck to his guns when cross-questioned, rather unfairly, by leader; humour used to change topic; not on good form today, very quiet, perhaps worried about own session to follow; back on form today making up for lost time; some really insightful gems connecting topic to another module; deepened discussion when it got trivial;  benefited from having friend leading discussion? more middling today; took active part in the trip down a trivial cul-de-sac;  


Assessment Criteria for Leading a Discussion and Making Oral Contributions

	Class
	Mark

Range
	leading a discussion: 

content
	leading a discussion: 

skills
	oral contributions:

content
	oral contributions:

skills

	I
	70+
	content reveals a perceptive and independent understanding of the issues; the focus is fresh and is supported by well deployed resources; 
	able to lead a well-structured discussion which has pace and challenge; 
	perceptive, independent, analytical thinking which relates ideas and draws on more than the provided sources;


	regular contributions which in themselves deepen and facilitate the discussion;  

	IIi
	60-69
	content reveals an understanding of the issues which has some perception and depth; well-chosen focus supported by pertinent resources; 
	able to lead a timely, well-structured, progressive discussion 
	some perception and depth to comments; consistently good use of provided  resources with some references to the broader context;
	regular, well-deployed contributions with some ability to develop the discussion; 

range of well-deployed discussion skills;

	IIii
	50-59
	content reveals a secure understanding of the issues; 

topic and resources are appropriate; 
	a discussion based on a well-chosen list of questions, but also making use of some strategies to relate and develop points raised; pace and timing secure; 
	secure but fairly straightforward knowledge, understanding and analysis; secure use of provided resources; 
	reasonably regular contributions; 

appropriate discussion skills;

	III
	40-49
	generally sound knowledge & understanding;  topic and resources are generally suitable, but with some weaknesses
	a discussion based on a well-chosen list of questions; 

some unevenness in  pace and timing;  
	knowledge, understanding and analysis generally secure, but with some misunderstandings;

some use of sources
	fairly quiet, but will speak in structured situations; some discussion skills used

	Comp

Fail
	35-39
	limited knowledge & understanding; resources have some relevance but are not well-chosen or used
	discussion based on a list of mostly appropriate questions;

pace and timing uneven
	knowledge, understanding and analysis limited; 

use of sources limited
	generally quiet, speaking only when prompted; few discussion skills 

	Fail
	up to 

34
	little knowledge &

understanding: 

inadequate use of sources 
	an inadequate list of questions;

pace and timing poor;
	weaknesses in knowledge &

understanding; minimal analysis; inadequate use of sources
	very quiet; minimal discussion skills 
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