STRATEGY:  DELIBERATE DISCUSSIONS

By Fred Newmann, adapted by John Zola

Introduction:  Students need opportunities to engage in structured dialogue with their classmates on issues of either historical or current importance.  This generic strategy allows such dialogue in written form, yet results in fewer papers for the teacher to grade.

Procedure:

1. This strategy works best when there is some issue in dispute such as: slavery, ratification of the constitution, the nuclear freeze movement or other polarized issues.  The topic of banning land mines will be used as an illustrative example.

2. After familiarizing students with the pros and cons of banning the use of land mines, divide the class in half.  One half will defend the proposed ban on land mines, the other will argue against the ban.  Assign one pro-land mine ban person to work with one anti-land mine ban person.  For example, if there are 32 students in a class, count off by 16 and pair-up the students.  If there are an odd number of students, the teacher can be the extra partner.  These are the pairs who will engage in the deliberate discussion.

3. With the groups on either side of the classroom, start the written dialogue.  The pro-land mine ban students will have 5 minutes to write a single, clear argument in favor of having the world community ban the use of land mines.  This should be one, well written paragraph.  While they are doing this, the anti-land mine ban students should be preparing to write their ideas.  The group is welcome to discuss ideas among themselves.  After the five minutes are up, the piece of paper goes from the pro-land mine ban students to his/her opposite on the anti-land mine ban side.  These students now have a total of 8 minutes to respond to the pro-land mine ban argument and to write an anti-land mine ban argument of their own.  Usually three or four rounds are sufficient to exhaust student knowledge.  Make the last round an opportunity to write a summary paragraph.  When finished, collect papers.  Grades can be individual, group, or a combination of both.

4. A good way to end this process is to ask each side what were the best arguments of the other side.  Discuss answers and discuss the process of having to directly focus on a given issue, one argument at a time.

5. An alternative structure for students who are less able writers is to conduct the discussion using a tape recorder and having the information presented orally on the tape. Email, blogs, podcasts and other newer media work, too!
