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First of all, I would like to express my deep thanks to Prof. Iga and his staff for their fine work in
producing the second issue of the FD Report. Faculty Development is of critical importance for the
continued success of our college, as we strive to keep up not only with technological developments and
other factors that affect out teaching but also with the needs and requirements of our students.
Communication between teacher and teacher is every bit as important as communication between
teacher and student, and I am also most grateful for all of those who have members of the faculty who
have contributed their thoughts about teaching and assessment to this issue of the FD Report.

Since I began teaching at the university-level, in 1969, it has always seemed a matter of common
sense not only to keep up with research in teaching methodology in my field, but also to converse with
and trade ideas with other teachers not only in my field but in other fields as well. “We can all learn
from each other, and we can all improve,” has been one of the basic concepts that has guided my
teaching. In keeping with that, I would like to offer the following contribution to teaching ? a short
essay on a teaching technique that I have found useful and profitable, both to me and to my students,
over the years.

2% Nicholas John Teele

Teaching Through Lectures Followed By Small Group Discussions

Nicholas John Teele

There are many different methods of teaching. The Faculty Guidebook of Honolulu Community
College lists fourteen methods in its section “Common Teaching Methods,” for example (http://honolulu.
hawaii.edu/intranet/committees/FacDevCom/guidebk/teachtip/comteach.htm). I believe that it is
important for a teacher to have a variety of methods at his or her disposal, not only because different
situations and materials require different methods, but also because using the same method all the time
can be tiring and boring not only for the teacher but also for the students. Here, I would like to
describe a method which I have been using for over ten years, in both middle-sized and large classes. 1
will call this the “lecture followed by small group discussions” method.

Nearly all of my classes require students to do some sort of preparation before coming to class.
Usually, students must read part of the textbook being used in the course. The length and level of
difficulty of the weekly reading assignments depends on the class being taught, but in all cases the
students are required not only to read the material before class, but also to write a comment or opinion
about what they have read. This has the effect of not only training students to record their thoughts
about what they are reading, it also prepares them for the small group discussion which will follow my
lecture on assigned portion of the textbook.

At the beginning of class, after a few moments reviewing the contents of the previous class, the
lesson for the day is introduced. Students are reminded that they need to add their thoughts about my
lecture to the comments on the reading which they wrote for homework. I then begin a lecture that
lasts for about thirty minutes. In the lecture, after asking if students have any questions on the
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assignment, I 1) explain the main points reading assignment, 2) explain difficult words or contexts, 3) add
thoughts, background or related information, or criticism, and 4) introduce sources where students can
get more information on the subject matter. As I lecture, I monitor the students’ responses—slowing
down, using the blackboard, repeating, asking questions, etc., as seems necessary. Students are
encouraged to ask questions at any point.

Following the lecture, I give the students at least one discussion topic or question. The topic is
directly related to the lecture and reading assignment, but is selected for the purpose of helping
students to internalize the information. If necessary, I write it on the blackboard. Students then divide
into groups. Usually, I let students freely form into groups. For this reason, there may be differences
in the number of students per group. Sometimes I may decide group membership, if it seems
necessary. In such cases, group size is as uniform as possible.

With the discussion topic clearly in mind, students are instructed to first of all take turns giving
their own comments, and then to talk together in order to reach a group response to the topic or
question. Depending on the experience of the students with group discussions, I may also assign one
person to be the group leader (her job will be to make sure that everyone talks equally and that the
discussion flows smoothly) and another person to be the group recorder (her job will be to take notes as
people talk, and then write these up as a final report). Depending on the size of the class, a third person
may also be assigned the role of reporter (her job will be to give an oral presentation of the conclusions
of the group).

Students are then given at least half an hour to discuss the topic, reach a conclusion, and prepare
a final report. Depending on the size of the class, the report may be either oral, written, or given orally
and then submitted in written form. While they are discussing, I go from group to group, listening to
the students, and answering any questions they may have.

One example of a lecture and discussion may be given. In my Japanese History class, students
read between six and ten pages per week. The particular assignment for this example covers the time
of Oda Nobunaga, Toyotomi Hideyoshi, and Tokugawa leyasu. In my lecture, I go over the main points
of the reading, adding facts and cultural background as necessary both to increase understanding and to
make the material as interesting as possible for the students. I am careful to be objective, and not
praise one leader over the others. Next, I try to answer any questions the students may have.

Then I give the students the discussion question: Which of the three rulers do you think was
most important, and why? In their discussion, each student in a group gives her choice and reasons for
it. Next, the members of the group talk together and reach a group conclusion, and select reasons to
support it. Then, the group recorder writes down a summary of the group’s discussion and its
conclusions. Finally, towards the end of class, each group will select one person to announce the group’s
conclusion and reasons to the rest of the class. In the case of this assignment, I write down the
conclusions on the blackboard, and announce the conclusions of the class as a whole regarding which of
the three leaders was most important.

I have found this method of teaching both useful and enjoyable for the students. It is useful
because it gives me time to circulate among the students and check their degree of understanding of
the materials, answer questions, and talk with them about their opinions. It is enjoyable because
students share their thoughts with each other, and reach a new level of understanding regarding the
material being studied.
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