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In teaching discussion skills, numerous writers 
have emphasized the importance of classroom 
opportunities to improve speaking and listening 
skills (Brown, 2000; Ellis, 2005, in review; Hadley, 
1993; Richards, 2003). Ferris (1998) noted the 
apprehension among 476 English language 
learners at three post-secondary institutions 
about answering oral questions and interacting 
in small groups.  

 



Soonhyang (2006) surveyed East Asian 
graduate students who described small-group 
discussions as one of the most important 
activities in their course. Zengdong (2013) 
found that in questionnaires from Taiwanese 
and Mainland Chinese students, both 
perceived difficulties in speaking in academic 
situations.  
 



 

This workshop describes the 
teaching and assessing of an 
integrated skills discussion 
task suitable for a pre-

sessional EAP course 



1) Students choose high interest 
topics drawn from online 
newspapers; or their field of 
study and lead a discussion.  

2) Through the task, students also 
learn how to take notes on their 
readings, employ an MLA/APA 
style in a short bibliography. 

3) Assessment is of the student 
discussions and written work. 



  1.(a)RESEARCH 
 

•  More recent classroom-based research that even 10 

   hours of instruction improves Japanese students’ small  

   group discussion skills (Robinson, Strong, Whittle &  

   Nobe, 2001) 

  

•  Modeling and performance scales in instruction  

   (Richards & Rogers, 2001; Brown, 2000; Willis, 1996).  

 

•  Repetition in language fluency and accuracy (Bygate, 1996; 

   Bygate, 2001)  

 



1. (b)The Discussion task combines four 

skills and has a (1)pre-task phase, 

(2)performance or during-task phase, and a 

(3)post-task phase (Willis & Willis, 2007) 

Full description of the task (Strong, 2010).  

  

  Pre-Task   
• Preparations 

• Choosing materials 

• Student planning 

• Students rehearsing 

  the task 

• Teachers assisting  

  small groups of  

  students 

 

  

Performance  
• Students perform the 

  task before peers 

• Other students  

  respond to the  

  performance, ie.  

  answering questions, 

  judging it 

   

Post Task 
• Student reflection on 

  their performance 

• Teacher feedback and 

   assessment 



Students 

READING AND 
WRITING: 

Choice of news 
topic from an online 

source, 
summarizing 

IN-CLASS: 
SPEAKING AND 

LISTENING: 
Explaining the topic 

to partners; 
questioning them 

REPETITION: Taking 
the discussion to other 

small groups 



 

 2.    PARTS OF THE DISCUSSION TASK 

       3.    TURN-TAKING LANGUAGE 

 

 4.    THE TASK 

       5.    STUDENT SELF-ASSESSMENT 

 

 6.    TEACHER ASSESSMENT SCALE 

       7.    ADAPTING TO DIFFERENT LEVELS 

 

 8.    MANAGING THE TASK 

       9.   STUDENTS WRITTEN WORK 

 

   10. DISCUSSIONS FOR STUDENTS  

           FROM DIFFERENT DISCIPLINES 

 

 



2.(a) Parts of the Discussion Task 
 

1. Students find articles from English newspapers like  

       The Japan Times, or online sources.  

 

2.     Students submit a photocopy or print-out. 

 

3.     They cite the source using the MLA /APA style. 

 

4.     In point form, students take notes on the article:  

        who, what, where, when, why, how.  
 



2.(b) Parts of the Discussion Task 
 

5.  They record vocabulary words  

 

6.  They prepare a summary based on their notes.  

 

7.  They write an opinion ("I thought that..." or "I felt that...") 

    

8.  Students prepare 3 discussion questions 



3. Turn-taking    

  Language 



Agreeing and 

Disagreeing 



  
ASKING  
 
OPINIONS 
 

   
AGREE 

  
DISAGREE 

 
- Could you tell me  
  your opinion? 
 
- How do you feel about it? 
 

- I’d like to ask... ? 
 

- I’d like to know... ? 
 

- I’m interested in... ? 
 

- What do you think? 
 

- What’s your opinion? 
 

- What’s your idea? 
 

- What do you have to say? 
 

 
- Certainly, that’s true. 
 
- I agree. 
                                                                                                                             
- I have the same    
   opinion. 
 
- I feel the same way. 
 

- Likewise (for me). 
 

- Me too. 
 

- Yes, that’s what I  
   think. 

 
- I can’t agree. 
 

- I can’t believe that. 
 

- I disagree. 
 

- I don’t think so. 
 

- I have a different  
  opinion. 
 
- I have another idea. 
 

- I feel differently. 



Interrupting and 

Clarifying 



  
INTERRUPT 

  CLARIFY 
  
GIVING  
 
REASONS 

 
Excuse me for interrupting, 
but... 
 
I might add that… 
 
I’d like to say something. 
 
May I say something... 
 
Pardon me, but… 
 
Sorry, but... 
 
Wait a minute!  
 
Just a moment! 

 
I beg your pardon. 
 
I didn’t catch the last part. 
 
I didn’t get that. 
 
Sorry, I don’t follow you. 
 
What was that? 
 
Will you please explain… 
 
Would you mind repeating 
that? 

 
And another thing... 
 
Because... 
 
Furthermore... 
 
Next… 
 
Now, I’ll move to/go to  
 
Seeing as how... 
 
The main reason is... 
 
That’s why... 
 
(This is)the reason why... 
 



The Discussion 

Leader moves to 

a new group 

The Discussion 

Leader repeats 

the topic and 

questioning  



5. Student (Self)- 

 Assessment   



Explaining Questioning Communicating 

Non-verbally 
 

a) describing 

     

c) asking  

    questions 

     

e) making eye  

     contact 

    

b) summarizing 

    

d) using  

    follow-up  

    questions  

f) using gestures 

  

Student (Self)-Assessment 



6. Teacher Assessment 





7. Adapting to  

            Different  Levels 



  

Online Newspapers at  

http://www.onlinenewspapers.com  

(1) BBC Learning English 

· news articles, audio-files on articles, and a  

  vocabulary list  

· you can hear the story being read  

· watch video content on it · crossword puzzles, exam 

  skills, interactive games and quizzes 

· grammar tips 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/worldservice/learningenglish/new

senglish/ 



  



  

(2) NHK  

· provides students with text of a short video 

· students watch the video and read the script 

http://www.nhk.or.jp/daily/english/10_14.html 
 



  





8. Students’  

           Written Work 



    An MLA/APA 

Citation 

 



 

Source of the Article:  
“Passengers the real heroes: Bus Driver”. 
The Gold Coast Bulletin. 14 July 2008 
<http://www.goldcoast.com.au/article/2
008/07/14/13642_gold-coast-
news.html>. 
 



Note-taking  

Using a Rubric 

 



 

5 Ws & 1 H 
Who?  

What? 

Where? 

When? 

Why? 

How? 

 



 

5 Ws & 1 H 
Who is the story about? Who did it? 

What happened to him? 

Where did this happen? 

When did it happen? 

Why did the youths hurt him? 

How did they get away? Get caught? 

 







 

 
  
 
 
 
 
My opinion:  
Graffiti is a big problem within Japan right now as it was 
discovered that a group of university students have “tagged” 
one of the world heritage buildings in Italy. I don’t understand 
why people would vandalize such famous buildings. Another 
recent case of vandalism in Japan is the case where a bullet 
train was vandalized and had the word ‘Hack’ spray painted 
on. It is believed that the artist sneaked in from the gap in   
the fence and had around 20-30 mins to graffiti. These people 
should be made to clean the graffiti, as a  punishment, as well 

Stating an Opinion 

 



       Questions: 
1. How do you feel about the rise in 
    vandalism?  

2. What do you think would be a fair  
    punishment for the people who  
    vandalized?  
3. Why do you think young people  

    vandalize objects? 

    Preparing Questions 

 



9. Assessing Written Work 
MLA/APA Citation 2  

Note-taking (5Ws & 1H) 3 

Vocabulary Words and Definition 3 

Summary Writing 5  

Stating an Opinion 4 

Formulating 3 Questions 3  



 Extension Activities 

Vocabulary Notebooks 





P
R

O
F

IC
IE

N
C

Y
 

TIME 

PREPARATION 

   3-4 
REPETITIONS 
   PER CLASS 
 
  

PARTICIPATION 
  IN SOME 33   
  OTHER 
DISCUSSIONS 

STUDENT DISCUSSION ABILITY 



10. Discussions for 
Students from Different 
Disciplines 
(a) Accounting, (b) Business, (c) Education,  
(d) Science 
 
Use the same principles of a read-summarize-tell-task: 

student choice of controversy, use of repetition in 
the discussion, written form of the paper, and the 
use of an assessment scale 

 
 



a)Accounting:  
Why 'Fair Value' Is the Rule: How a Controversial 

Accounting Approach Gained Support  
(Harvard Business School, Faculty & Research, 
March 2013, Karthik Ramanna 

 



http://www.hbs.edu/faculty/Pages
/item.aspx?num=44233 
 
 

0 ‘Fair Value’ in accounting measures assets 
and liabilities at estimates of their 
current values— it’s a major departure 
from the centuries-old tradition of 
‘keeping the books’ at historical cost. 
 



b) Business:  
‘Fair trade vs Free Trade,’ 

Retrieved Feb 9, 2015 
http://www.economist.com/debat
e/overview/172,  

The Economist Debates 
 





c) Education:  

Learning disabilities in elementary school 
children, gender bias or social factors.  

 

For a crash course in the learning 
disability (LD) controversy, one need look 
no ... (Coles' book, The Learning Mystique: 
A Critical Look at "Learning. Disabilities ... 
 

 

 



http://wac.colostate.edu/books/
dunn/chapter1.pdf 



d) Science: 
– What is a definition of life? Is it 
reproduction and the ability to grow and 
evolve? 
 

 http://www.realclearscience.com/lists/real_s
cience_controversies/what_is_life.html?state=
stop 
(Image: Hydrothermal vent via Wikimedia 
Commons)  
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