ComS 222 INSTRUCTIONAL COMMUNICATION

Discussion Lesson

Self-Evaluation

Name:__ Suzie Kizner_                                      

   Topic:   Conceptual Understanding in Mathematics
Directions:
Responses to the questions must include specific examples from your lesson which you analyze using specific concepts from readings and lectures.

Comment on each of the following areas:

I.
Introduction to the lesson

A.
To what degree were discussants properly oriented to the lesson?


Since all participants attended the previous lecture on conceptual understanding, I quickly reviewed the main objective from our last meeting in the introduction.  I clearly stated that this discussion was a continuation from our last lecture, and discussants were expected to recall the basic concepts and ideas that were presented last time.  I intended to “mentally redraw” the Venn Diagram in the participants’ heads before moving on to the input questions, which involved recalling what the three Venn Diagram circles represented. 

B
To what degree were they motivated to talk and learn due to introductory comments?


I think that participants were slightly hesitant at first, possibly because they felt uncomfortable as “math teachers” for the discussion.  However, I tried to make them feel more comfortable and more likely to open discussion by asking input questions that involved knowledge and understanding.  By asking questions that were based on recalling and restating information, I was confident that participants would be able to answer them correctly.  I was hoping that once participants felt comfortable answering introductory questions, they would be more likely and motivated to answer the follow-up questions that called upon their higher-order thinking skills.  I think that the introductory comments that focused on information from the previous lecture motivated students to talk and learn during the discussion.  


Considering Vygotsky’s (1978) Zone of Proximal Development, discussants probably had a fairly large gap between what they knew on their own regarding conceptual understanding in mathematics and what they were capable of doing with assistance from someone proficient in conceptual understanding in mathematics.  I did not expect students to have an extensive background on conceptual understanding in mathematics (other than the knowledge they acquired from the previous lecture), so I acted as the “adult supervision” to assist participants in closing that gap and allowing their ZPDs to narrow, prior to asking them to complete tasks individually.    
II.
Questioning Strategy.

A.
At what level were most questions? (Was that appropriate?)


I asked two input questions (one of which was knowledge, the other one understanding), one process/application question, and one output/synthesis question.  I think the levels of the questions were appropriate because the input questions were vital for the introduction and for the progression of discussion.  Without the input questions, participants would have had trouble moving on to the higher-order thinking questions.  


Specifically, the input questions had participants recall and restate questions from the previous lecture on conceptual understanding in mathematics.  These questions called upon their lower-level thinking skills on Bloom’s Taxonomy because they simply asked participants to remember something previously learned.    


The process/application question asked participants to take what they knew and understood about conceptual understanding and apply it to teaching mathematics.  This middle-level of thinking is sometimes more difficult to achieve in a question because it lies somewhere in between lower-level and higher-level thinking.  These kinds of questions ask students to demonstrate comprehension, yet not necessarily combine that comprehension with other knowledge.  I found it difficult to create an application question that did not ask the students to recall information or create something new.  I think the application question I ended up asking was appropriate for a process level question (and middle-level thinking on Bloom’s Taxonomy).  

Lastly, I asked a synthesis question: participants were to create a list of strategies that could be used in their classrooms to promote conceptual understanding (based on their knowledge and understanding of conceptual understanding, and their discussion of how conceptual understanding could realistically be applied in the classroom).  Some researchers warn against the “popular activity of solitary practice…because students, who do not understand the component strategies or how to coordinate them, are wasting their time” (Kougl, 1997).  Although I had participants work alone to create their lists, the introductory input questions along with the application question should have given them that “component strategy” that Kougl suggests they wouldn’t have understood on their own.  I hope the short independent activity was not a “waste of time,” and that it was helpful for discussants to share their individual ideas with the group.   

B.
How well were they organized?


I asked the questions in a linear progression: 1) knowledge, 2) understanding, 3) application, and 4) synthesis.  If I had started with an application or synthesis question, I think participants would have been lost and unmotivated to participate.  Students needed to recall and understand the information presented from last week’s lecture, then they needed to process that information as a group, and finally they were able to create a list of strategies on their own by using their knowledge, understanding, and application of the information. 


The questions were well organized because they transitioned into each other well and 

they progressively got more difficult (but possibly without seeming too difficult).  Kougl (1997) explained that questions need to be “arranged in a logical order or sequence that makes sense;” I used an “inductive sequence” of questioning, in which the questions moved up the hierarchy of Bloom’s taxonomy (from reviewing and recalling the basic ideas of conceptual understanding, to applying those ideas in the classroom, and finally to creating a list of strategies to promote conceptual understanding) (p. 217).  I think the inductive sequence was necessary for my discussion (as opposed to a “deductive sequence” in which the questions move downward in levels of thinking) because students would not have been able to create conceptual understanding strategies without applying their knowledge of conceptual understanding, without knowing what conceptual understanding means.   

C.
Overall, how effective was your questioning?


Based on the fact that participants answered questions fully and in detail, I would say that my questioning was very effective.  The responses I received were similar to how I expected participants to respond, which allows me to believe that the questions were worded properly.  When participants gave answers that were somewhat off-track from what I expected, I reworded the question or gave an example to make it clearer.  This is similar to prompting, which is a scaffolding technique that provides “responsive assistance” (Kougl, 1997).  By prompting participants, I steered them in a relevant direction for the discussion.   


For example, when I asked for a “general list” of strategies that we could all use in our classrooms to promote conceptual understanding, the first response from the audience was more of a specific activity, rather than a general technique.  So, I reworded the question and clearly expressed my expectations for their responses—that seemed to get the participants back on track.  Once students heard an answer from their peers that I seemed to “like” and that I acknowledged positively, they got a better understanding of the question and seemed more comfortable sharing their ideas.  It’s always somewhat nerve-racking to offer the first response, but I hope that I created an environment that encouraged them to share their ideas.   


I stayed away from “directives,” which demand an answer, and used “interrogatives” which are genuine questions that ask for a response (Kougl, 1997, p. 218).  Although some interrogatives have correct answers (or a variety of correct answers), they are asked in a way that set up the expectation for an appropriate response.  I think my use of interrogatives was effective, and I think I worded questions appropriately so they did not seem like they were directives.  I did not use any yes/no questions, I used some recall/short answer questions, and I primarily used open questions.  At one point in the discussion I said, “This is kind of a loaded question…” but after listening to the question again (and rereading what “loaded questions” really are), I don’t think it was.  I also offered appropriate wait time, and I think that helped make the questions effective.  

I also think that it would have been helpful to ask more questions that promoted contradictory ideas among discussants.  One reason why discussions promote critical thinking is because they are dialectic—students contradict each others’ ideas and opinions, and are encouraged to form new ideas and raise new questions (Hunkins, 1989).  I don’t think any of my questions really did that—there was no argument or contradiction among discussants, everyone was fairly agreeable and happy with one another’s responses (as was I).  Perhaps if I had asked more controversial questions, the discussion would have better promoted critical thinking. 

III.
Response Styles:

A.
How did you create a supportive climate?


I created a supportive climate in a few ways.  First, I think it was helpful that we were sitting in a circle.  By looking at each other while we spoke, and by nodding along with responses that were relevant and original, discussants gained a sense of confidence and inclusiveness in the group.  I tried to listen very carefully and write down what my peers were saying, so they felt like they were contributing something valuable.  Every person in the group participated at some point, and I wanted them to know that I valued their responses.  Overall, the circle was “physically inviting to discussion” (Kougl, 1997).


Second, I think it was helpful that none of the questions led to only one correct answer (which I often struggle with when teaching math).  By asking open questions like, for example “Why is conceptual understanding so important?”, participants were forced to think about various explanations and original ideas because there was no one correct answer.  When students know that there could only be one possible explanation, they may be more hesitant to answer because there is much more pressure.  The open-ended questions contributed to the supportive climate because participants were not scared to answer incorrectly.  I used Dillon’s (1988) advice (as outlined in Kougl (1997)) to handle discussants’ answers: “there may be several good answers and there may be different useful answers for different people and situations” (p. 210). 


Thirdly, I think that some of my response styles helped create a supportive climate.  I often used positive words like “great” and “excellent” to support participants’ answers, which in turn created a supportive climate.  I know that solely using that response style can be problematic and saying “great” after every response is not ideal, but when the discussants’ responses were supported, I think that they felt supported within the group as well.  I think that that response style especially supported participants in this discussion because I am an expert in this field and the participants are not; for example, when Jonie offered the idea of having different students come up to the board to show the same problem (as a way of promoting conceptual understanding in the classroom), I responded positively because I thought it was a great idea. To hear that I, an expert in the field, think that Jonie’s (someone new to the field) idea is excellent can be very motivating and, thus, supportive. 

B.
Which response style do you employ most? Do you need to modify that?


I tended to use a lot of positive reinforcement responses (for example, “excellent,” and “that’s really great,” and “yeah… I really like that”) and some probing questions (for example, “Go on…” and “Ok… keep going with that”).  I probably used too many positive reinforcement responses, and I struggle with that—if I like a participant’s response, I want to tell them that I like it and I want to acknowledge that their contribution is relevant and of high quality.  What I tried to do was start with positive reinforcement, like “that’s really great…”, and then move into a probing question, like “…so can you go on a little further?” or “…can anyone else add to that?”  I think that by combining the two types of responses I was able to encourage the participants to contribute more to the discussion and still feel supported.

 
I hope that the types of responses I used did not turn the discussion into a lecture.  Kougl (1997) uses Gall’s (1984) definition of recitation—the most used form of interaction in the classroom—as “a series of teacher questions, each eliciting a student response and sometimes a teacher reaction to that response.”  My intention was not to turn the discussion into a lecture, but my use of recitations may have made it seem that way.  I did not solely ask students to merely recite or repeat information (which is typical of recitation questions), and I am confident that the later questions that I posed called upon participants’ higher-order thinking skills, but I hope that it didn’t seem like I had the “right answers” that participants felt forced to match.     

C.
How effective were your responses?


For the most part, the responses I used were effective (participants continued to respond, they hopefully felt like they were effectively contributing to the discussion, and they elaborated on certain ideas when I asked them to), but I agree (as Dr. Stoner had pointed out in our debriefing session) that I often conceded to the traditional “teaching exchange” that we try so hard to stay away from, and that Gall (1984), Dillon (1988), and Wilen (1987) warn so strongly against.


For example, after watching the recording of the discussion, I noticed that I would often elaborate on a participant’s response and then move on to the next question.  For example, I often said “Yeah that’s great.  I use that strategy a lot and I like it because…”.  It seemed like I was using their responses to elaborate more on my experiences, but that was not my intent.  This kind of exchange led to me talking more than I should have, and possibly made it seem like I wasn’t interested in the participants’ responses (which I was).  This kind of exchange has a clear pattern: teacher question, student answer, teacher evaluation plus next question (Kougl, 1997).  I know that I did not always employ recitations and this typical turn-taking approach, but when I did it made my responses less effective.      

IV.
Conclusion:
A. How clear was the summary? (Did it refer to the objectives? How did it enhance

learning?)



I did not specifically restate the objectives, but I did attempt to tie all of the discussants’ responses together.  I said, “It looks like all of your responses have something in common—they all relate to some kind of interaction between students and teachers.”  I think that was important to recognize, because that it is a key factor for promoting conceptual understanding.  Before participants created their individual lists of strategies to promote conceptual understanding, they may not have argued that conceptual understanding needs interaction, but after considering all of their individual responses it was clear that interaction is a key component.  I think that specific connection of ideas at the end of the discussion was an important factor for enhancing learning and will hopefully give participants something to think about after leaving this session.




As part of the conclusion, I should have restated the objectives to clearly show that we did, in fact, cover everything I intended to.  

REACTIONS

1.
How did you feel about yourself during the discussion?


I felt comfortable, mainly due to the fact that we were sitting in a circle.  Just as the circle served as a supportive environment for the participants, it made me feel more confident and less nervous than standing in front of the audience.  


I felt confident on the information I was presenting, so I tried to only look at my notes when I was ready to move on to the next question.


I felt like I was being a good listener; however, I sometimes wanted to move on but was unsure about how to do that if there were still participants who wanted to talk.


By focusing on having a positive attitude about discussion (as Kougl suggests), I hopefully positively affected how the discussants felt about participating in the discussion.  I did not feel any negative attitudes during the discussion (coming from me or anyone else), and I think that was helpful.  

2.
What did you like/dislike about the lesson?


I liked that participants talked freely and openly, and did not seem hesitant or scared to contribute their ideas.  I liked that the participants took the role of “math teacher” seriously; I don’t suspect that actual math teachers will respond much differently to the same questions.  I liked that participants offered ideas that I wasn’t expecting—this broadened my understanding of the subject and I appreciated their input.  


I disliked the amount of time I spent on input and process questions.  At times when I should have transitioned the discussion into the next question, I ended up letting participants talk.  This made me rush through the part of the discussion in which participants created their own lists of strategies.  I would have liked to spend more time creating the lists and sharing them with each other.


I didn’t like finding out that I use a traditional “teaching exchange” method; for the purposes of this class, it is not that big of a deal because these presentations should help shape me into the teacher I’d like to become (someone who interacts with students, allows them to interact with each other, and who does not shape responses to fit a personal agenda).  However, I am currently teaching (and have been for 3 and a half years) so it is disheartening to think that I may have been doing my students a disservice by not truly letting them form their own ideas.  

3.
How did your discussants respond?


Discussants responded often and with original ideas.  I often guided discussants to the kinds of responses that would best fit the question, and they established their own ideas from the examples I gave.  It was interesting to see how one person would come up with an idea, and that would spark ideas in other participants.  That seemed to generate discussion really well because participants built their responses off of each other.  Sometimes participants responded to me (based on the original question) and sometimes they responded to a classmate’s previous response.  Both kinds of responses were encouraged and helpful for discussion.


Participants often raised their hands (because of our “norms for discourse, structure, and sequence”), however I often encouraged them not to.  A few times I said, “You don’t have to raise your hand… whoever would like to start us off…” and then I would wait for someone to speak.  It is interesting to see how our norms for organizational talk (i.e. turn-taking with question-response) has somewhat put a damper on our ability to have a true discussion.  I think it would have been inappropriate for a discussant to blatantly interrupt his or her peer (especially considering our “norms for participant relations”), but perhaps waiting one’s turn may not be the best way to conduct an effective discussion.       

4.
What are your strengths in the lesson?


My strengths include comfort with speaking to the group, expertise in the subject area, asking questions at appropriate levels, transitioning into questions, responding with probing questions, setting clear objectives, and offering a clear linear progression of ideas and questions. 

5.
What are your weaknesses in this lesson?


My weaknesses include spending too much time on one question/topic and not enough on others, rushing through activities just to “get it done” in the time period, using too many responses like “great” and “I really like that,” elaborating on students’ responses rather than having them elaborate on their own responses, talking too much, and not restating the objectives at the end of the lesson.  

6.
What have you learned about your teaching via the discussion method?


I have learned that I need to watch the kinds of responses that I use.  It is very easy for me to say “Great… Excellent… I think that’s an exceptional idea,” but those are not always the best responses.  


After reviewing the tape, I agree that I conceded to using the “traditional teaching exchange” at certain points during the discussion.  It was not my intent to take what the discussants’ said and shape it to fit my ultimate agenda, but perhaps I am used to that kind of interaction from teaching high school.  I did want participants to think independently and draw conclusions on their own, and I hope that I was still able to do that.   
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