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Chapter Ten

Keeping Teachers’
Voices in Balance

In this chapter we turn our attention to the roles, responsibilities,
and actions of the discussion leader. If students are going to feel
that discussion invites them to develop and express their ideas in
an unpressured way, the discussion leader must find a way to weach
that is neither oo dominant nor wo reserved. Although discussion
leaders sometimes interject new matetial or introduce leading view-
points from current scholarship, this should be done as sparingly,
dialogically, and concisely as possible. As we stress m:.ﬂ:&ﬁmq
Three, lectures can be delivered in a way that discourages students
from merely echoing the views of the teacher. Teachers should
share their knowledge and understanding in discussion only to
help students gain a personal and critical perspective on what is
learmed, not to show off in front of them.

At the same time, the leader should not be so reticent that the
students lack any basis for understanding new ideas or are con-
stantly attempting to second-guess the leader's outlook and beliefs.
Democratically inclined teachers are frequently silent in discis-
sion, curbing the compulsion to say all they would like o say in the
interests of promoting engagement and participation. Still, they
do have a responsibility to teach—to guide the process of conver-
sation, to invite student involvement, w express a point of view, to
foster critical commentary, and to model the dispositions of de-
mocratic discussion. Whether actually speaking or not, discussion
leaders must remain alert and active, constantly on the lookout for
ways to encourage students o contribute and to help them make
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comments that respond to their classmates’ observations. No
matter how sensitive or careful we are as teachers, howevern. the
problems of speaking oo much or o little, too forcefully or oo
tentatively, are always there.

Before going any further, though, we wish to issue one strong
caveal. We believe that achieving the perfect balance of weacher
talk to student alk is impossible, We can never reach i point of
exuct equilibrium where everyone feels that all participants are
speaking for just the right amount of time. However, we do think
it is possible 1o gauge how close or far we are from this ideal posi-
tion. Our voices can definitely be out of balance. This chapter will
examine some of the assumptions and practices that help teachers
keep their voice closer to the balanced ideal.

When Teachers Say Too Much

Oné of the authors of this book is known for being an especially
passionate teacher. His eagerness to share his knowledge and o
stimulite lively exchanges of ideas is evidenced in his loud and en-
thusiastic voice and excited, even zealous reactions 1o his students’
contributions. Many of his students profess to enjoy this sort of
teaching, favorably citing in course evaluations his enthusiasm and
ohvious love of the subject matter, In recent years, however, it has
come to his atiention (primarily through CIQs) that although this
kind of teaching is appreciated by some students, it tends to dis-
courage the participation of others. They are intimidated by his
loud, brash manner and are inhibited by an enthusiasm that strikes
them as forced or anificial, They also find it difficult to contribute
their views because the discussion moves too quickly or because
the teacher seems intent on filling up all the available talking space
by reacting to virtually every student comment.

This example goes right 1o the heart of the problem of when
discussion leaders' voices are out of balance. In many cases, teach-
ers dominate quite unintentionally and with the approval and col-
lusion of students. They receive praise from many students for
exercising a high degree of control over what and how the students
learn. This kind of control emerges instinctively and naturally,
without much reflection or scrutiny, Teachers teach the way they
were tanght, and often their most fondly recalled classtooms were
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dominated by charismatic and passionate wachers, Such teachers
offer high enterainment value and expect their students o emu-
late them. They are less focused on helping students develop their
own understanding of the subject matter and are rarely willing 1o
share the spotlight with others in the classroom.

In what ways does too much commentary on the part of teach.
ers limil learners' participation® Under what circumstances dowes
oo much enthusiasm actually constrain some students? And how
can the instructor's passion and knowledge be used as a bridge 1o
student pamicipation and engagement, rather than as a barrier to
involvement?

There is no simple resolution to these questions. It is undeni-
able that teachers possess knowledge, expertise, and experience
that the students frequenty lack. To this extent, we have power. As
haaks (1994) points out, power itself is not by definition negative,
coercive, or abusive—it depends on how it is exercised. In studens’
eyes, teachers have auained their position by virtue of their enadi-
tion and scholarship in a particular ficld. To pretend otherwise is
seen by students as false humility, naiveté, or an abdication of one's
professorial responsibilities. But a teacher’s knowledge and power
can be used in a variety of ways. Certainly, it can distance the
teacher from students and underscore the teacher's superiority,
Sometimes, however, it cun be used to enlighten students and
arouse their interest in the subject matter. At other times it cin be
aspringboard to a more collaborative and student-centered learn
ing process. We believe that the teacher’s authority must be viewed
a8 ameans 1o promote student growth. It can be emploved most
constructively to inspire students, 1o help them find their own
voices, to model a commitment to critical conversation, and to
honor the individual and collective knowledge that students in-
variably hold.

We also believe that enthusiasm is generally desirable as long s
occasionally it's balanced with periods of calm restraint, Teachers
who are unremittingly ebullient about everything that transpires in
the classroom come across as alfected and undiscriminaring. To
more introverted students, this constant display of enthusiasm i
msincere and exhausting, Since they can never march this Robin
Willizms—like level of improvisational energy when they come 1o
speak, and since it vequires a degree of strength and confidence
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tw interrupt a teacher who is bouncing off the walls with enthusi-
asm, students slip easily into the role of passive audience. Strug-
gling to find a balanced voice involves teachers in researching
when this kind of high enthusiasm is appropriate and desirable
and when silence or a subdued tone is mare suitable, Furthermore,
being respongive to the diverse personalities and learning styles
that are encountered in classrooms requires teachers 10 vary their
ways of communicating.

One reason we commit ourselves 1o democratic discussion is
because we think it helps students find their own voices and de-
velop their own understanding of the subject matter. One of the
first steps teachers can take in the pursuit of balance is to recog-
nize student knowledge and experience, By drawing on the col-
lective wisdom found in all classraoms, everyone benefits. Students
learn more, develop appreciation for how widely knowledge is dis-
tributed, and come 1o understand thar learning is a social process.
Although education may take many forms, we believe that the most
meaningful and memorable learning occurs when people have a
shared, communal experience, guided by teachers who are at least
as interested in getting 1o know their students as they are in help-
ing them master the subject matter.

Why Do Teachers Talk Too Much?

Why do somie teachers feel compelled to speak so much in discus-
sion? Let’s look more closely at the unwitting wendency of some
teachers to dominate the discussion. We think there are five rea-
sons why this happens.

Teachers Misunderstand the Nature of Knowledge

Teachers are socialized 1o believe that they have acquired valuable
information and understandings that must be passed on o stu-
dents through lectures, articles, books, and other means. Didactic
transmission to students is frequently the only teaching method
they employ. OF course, good lecturers and authors can be highly
engaging and interactive, and what they do remains an indispens-
able part of teaching. However, it is our contention that in everyday
lite, knowledge is not so much given and received as constructed



by people individually and collectively (Bruffee, 1993; Stanton,
1996; Tarule, 1996; Maher and Tetreault, 1994). Even the muost

familiar material is renewed through questioning, criticism,

discussion, and deliberation. In fact, education is not so much an
accumulation of knowledge by students as it is a “process of accul-
turation into an interpretive community” (Damrosch, 1995,
pe 185). It entails students becoming familiar with the language
and procedures of various disciplinary communities and the de-
velopment of the critical skills needed wo define the boundaries
and limitations of those communities,

But education also involves illuminating these disciplinary dis-
courses by connecting them to the everyday experience of people
from diverse communities. This means specifically that we don't
really understand a wpic until we have had the opportunity to see
how our own experiences—our personal troubles, C. Wright Mills
(1956) called them—intersect with what are perceived to be the
wider society’s public problems. Although we shouldn’t allow our
personal experiences wo define our understanding of the issue or
topic, neither should we allow received research or theory 1o de-
termine our approach to the subject mater. Knowledge is not
something that is held by individuals regardless of context and re-
lationships, It is shaped and altered by the different environments
in which it is constructed. Far from being acquired by autonomous
agenits, it is made cooperatively and held in common (Davis and
Sumara, 1997).

Since learning conceived this way is lurgely a social process,
pedagogies that take the social nature of leaming seriously tend o
be more successful. Students report that when they have opport-
nities 1o discuss, critique, and relate the matenal to their own lives,
it becomes more meaningful and memorable, more connected o
their understanding of the world, They also tell us that when leam-
ing is social and discussion is widely used. their educational expe-
riences tend to be more satisfving and regarded as things they

would enjoy reexperiencing in the future (McKeachie, 1978; Bruf-
fee, 1993).

Teachers Are Unclear About the Purposes of Education

An important purpose of higher education is to help students see
the link between their current experiences and understandings

and the ideas they encounter in college. They can make this con-
nection only if time s set aside for them to articulate who they are
and what they believe and to have these identities and beliefs count
for something. The implication of all this is clear: teachers need to
take time 1o reflect on the purposes of education and on the de-
gree of consistency between their avowed purposes and Eas. ac-
tual practices. Many teachers, even those using largely didactic
methods, say that students should acquire a new appreciation for
the subject matter as well as an increased ability to write, speak,
and think clearly and critically about this material. Yeu classrooms
that are teachercentered are unlikely to allow students to wrestle
with new understandings. .
Deborah Meier has said that a good education and a good life
can be conceived similarly (Wiseman, 1995), Both entail the de-
sire and ability to participate in an increasingly more complex and
engaging conversation. If this is so, then giving E&ﬂaﬁ the op-
portunity to sharpen their conversational and *_n__,rmqﬂnﬁ skills is
ane of the most important things we can do. This means that
teachers must frequently step aside 1o allow students to construct
their own knowledge and understanding. They must Hmw.ﬂ__, con-
tinuously on the educational outcomes they seek, ensuring Em_
their E.wnmﬂnu are consistent with their deepest hopes for their
students.

Teachers Succumb to the Expectations of Others

Sometimes instructors dominate classroom interactions hecause
they think they're supposed to—it’s what the institution expects,
t's what their colleagues do, and it's what the students nﬂ.atwm.
After all, if a student has signed up for the class because of the in:
structor’s expertise (so the student's argument ﬁﬁur.aﬁ__, Flatiiyile
tor should make every effort 1o display that expertise and have
learners emulate and acquire it, Teachers are socialized early in
their careers 1o believe that they must take uﬁmﬁ:ﬁwiﬂ. for main
taining the pace of the class, for keeping up student interest, anc
for enlivening things when the proceedings become too dull. T
this conception of teaching, everything revolves around th
weacher. If learning doesn't accur, it's the teacher’s faule. If it doe
oceur, the teacher also gets the credit. This is the myth that "every
thing depends on the teacher™ (Britzman, 1991).



This myth is so widely held that it will probably never be en-
tirely overturned. Even weachers who have a less authoritarian view
of the instructor’s role are frequently conditioned by the “collec-
tive patterns of expectation and behavior™ of their stdents (Davis
and Sumara, 1997, p. 114). When teachers attempt to set a new
standard for learning and teaching, the expectations held by col-
leagues and students inevitably constrain their freedom of action,
Our actions are not wholly determined by these expectations, but
they often constitute a formidable barrier 1o changing norms and
expectations for classroom interactions.

Our view is that teachers who dominate the class by filling every
vacant conversational space with the sound of their voice prevent
students from learning. A skillful teacher uses both voice and
knowledge to enhance students' participation and understanding.
Conceived this way, skillfulness means working urelessly to get st
dents talking to one another. There is nothing passive about this
role. It requires teachers to be active listeners and participants, cor-
stantly on the lookout for new connections, new understandings,
and new constructions of the familiar and the obscure.

Both of 115 are occasionally eriticized by students for not speak-
ing up more in class. They tell us, “You have so much to share, and
yet you contributed so little. I'm all for student participation, but
you know more than me. | think you cheat me by not interjecting
more of your ideas.” Although we are probably guilty of being oo
absent from some discussions, we think this criticism also indicates
that we have done a poor job of communicating the facilitative role
we are attempting to play.

We do not see ourselves as the class's repository of knowledge.
Our responsibility is to model the dispositions of critical discussion
while assisting the class in collaboratively exploring the material to
be learned. We want students o speak and think with as much clar-
ity and rigor as possible and to accomplish this in & setting that is
collaborative and deliberative. How much we actually contribute
to the discussion as individuals is not the issue, Our voices are not,
by definition, the most important. They are but two of many that

are heard in the complex mix of contributions that constitute the
discussion. Until teachers, students, and other community mem-
bers understand the need to blur the distinction between eaching
and learning, viewing them as part of a continuous whole, it will
be difficult to challenge the dominance of the teacher's voice.

Teachers Underestimate Students

Teachers sometimes underestimate their students, assuming that
students are poorly prepared, unaccustome to thinking critically,
and unable to learn difficult material, Teachers who assume these
things at the outser of a course usually conclude that the greatest
service they can render their students is 1o lead them by the hand,
telling them point by point what they need to learn. This leads di-
rectly to didacticism or to discussions that are carefully directed
and controlled by the teacher.

These assumptions about students can be badly misguided.
First, students may know a lot more than they're given credit for.
Adult learners in particulan have a vast storehouse of experience
and a reservoir of practical wisdom that can add immeasurably 1o
any class. The point is that teachers must leave plenty of room for
students 1o show what they know. Second, even when students are
poorly prepared or seem (o lack knowledge, what they need more
than anything else are opportunities to hone their skills of speak-
ing, listening, writing, and thinking. They will miss these opportu-
nities if the instructor attempts to do wo much of the speaking and
thinking for them, Furthermaore, as we noted in Chaprer One, when
people come together 1o explore complex issues, they often reveal
a depth of knowledge and a collective wisdom that greatly excecds
what they might have appeared ta be capable of as individuals.

What we're really advocating here is that teachers adopt the
kind of methodological belief, in this instance abowt students’ ca-
pabilities, that we described in Chapter Seven. As we approach a
new course, let’s assume that students do know, and can do, a great
deal. And let’s ask ourselves what it means for our teaching if we
credit students with ability and skill.

Teachers Overestimate the Value of Their Own Contributions

This is a tricky one. By asserting this, we may be undermining the
value of the very book you hold in your hands. So be it. Teachers
haye accumulated a lot of knowledge. Some of it is useful 1o peo-
ple, and a lot of itisn't. Our contention is that no matter how
much teachers know, only a small part of it can be usefully and ef-
fectively conveyed 1o students. Teachers should confine themselves
10 a reasonable quota of lecturing minutes per class, preferably at



the beginning or the conclusion of a class: These brief lectures
should be prepared thoughtfully to make the most of this time and
tar capitalize on the students” undivided attention, If the rest of the
class is devoted o discussion, teachers must select their conversa-
tional openings with care. When to respond 1o a student’s com-
ments, when to ask a question, when to imove the discussion in 4
new direction, when to alter the discussion format from large to
small groups—these are difficult decisions that should be made
thoughuully and sensitively.

In general, reticence on the part of the discussion leader is a
virtue. The leader’s contribution can interrupt the momentum of
astimulating exchange or get in the way of a student who is speak-
ing up for the first ame. It can also effectively steal the spotlight
away from a student who has worked through some difficult ideas.
IF the teacher is an active but relatively nonverbal participant, the
discussion can become focused on the ideas of the students and
their struggle 1w make meaning. This goal is almost certainly more
valuable than whatever the teacher might want 1o say. It takes work
to kinow when to maintain silence, and sometimes it's necessary to
intervene. But if the focus of instruction is really on the students’
efforts to learn and understand, deference 1o their ideas and opin-
ions, by staying silent, is one of the discussion leader’s greatest
strengths,

When Teachers Say Too Little

In general, saying o little is a much less common problem among
teachers than saying o much. Teachers' professional socialization
and students” expectations make it far more likely that teachers will
dominate classroom discussions, But sometimes there is a wendency
among teachers striving (o encourage greater participation among
students to become overly passive. Teachers who are excessively re
served can cause students to feel that they are losing their intel-
lectual bearings, This badly undermines the inclination to lear
and leads students to become absessed with second-guessing the
instructor’s beliefs. This can be discouraged by eachers' being
forthright aboun their intellectual pasitions and ideological stances
But there is one major proviso to this. When sharing our ideas with
students, we must model a rigorous critical serutiny. Students mus

see us consistently applying the same standards E._.unm.u: analysis
to our own ideas as we expect them to apply to theirs,

Why Do Some Teachers Say Too Little?

Asin the case of teachers who dominate discussions, teachers who
are overly reticent share some mistaken understandings abourt the
conditions that promote learning.

Teachers Assume They Belong on the Sidelines

With a certain level of ambivalence, we have stated that when in
doubt, teachers should keep silent. However, we have also argued
just as strongly that this does not imply passivity. Teachers must be
active listeners, carefully tracking what students say so they can in-
tervene when necessary to keep the discussion moving. This inter-
vention may be a simple one-word prompt or nonverhal gesture.
It may call for a question or a supportive comment. Or it may
mean doing nothing more than .E:mu.::m o a_.,. an alert membier
of the group. However, if the criteria for judging whether or not
good conversation is oceurring include the amount of participa-
tion on the part of students, their willingness to be ncﬂﬁ_nz%@
critical, or their ability 1o make claims that are supported by evi-
dence, teachers will have o model these behaviors. Students need
1o see teachiers taking responsibility for getting participants talking
and thinking, collaborating and critiquing.

Benjamin Barber (1993) writes about three forms of leader-
ship—founding, moral, and nnn_u:q_ﬂl.__wx,_ have ..n_né.__a‘na for
teaching through discussion. Although enabling _nﬁanj_ﬁﬂ is clos-
est to the sort of teaching we have advocated (and the kind muq__,.,.nﬁ
most strongly endorses for a democracy), we believe that F.“E_nrsm
and moral leadership must sometimes precede maore um:iﬂ_.ﬁ_.ci
approaches. Founding leaders establish a structure or Ecd_.,.ﬂ:_._n a
process that makes broad participation possible, but in doing so
they initially play a quite active role. They do this to help others be-
come able and willing to contribute, Moral leaders model behav-
iors conducive to democratic participation and enact what they Emﬂ.
ask their students 1o do, Moral leaders also inspire people 1 get in-
volved and to develop such a strong commitment (0 participation,
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cooperative deliberation, and mutual respect that they eventually
cannot imagine participating in a class that is structured in any
other way, So although an important goal of discussion is to pro-
mote student participation and group problem solving, the means
to that end may at different points fequire instructors to take
strong pedagogical leads.

Teachers Fail to Model Expectations for Students

We have said it repeatedly, but we will say it again: whatever stu-
dents are asked 1o do must first be modeled and demonstrated by
the teacher. This responsibility requires teachers intermittently to
dominate the proceedings. When students are called on to share
their stories, critique their own work, or summarize what has been
said so far, these skills must have been demonstrated—often re-
peatedly—by the teacher. Doing this establishes credibility with the
students and lets them see what a reasonably good performance
looks like. 1f we expect students to do something capably, we
should be able to model it capably, We know that students learn
from us, hut we also hope that in emulating us, the quality of their
work will surpass our own,

Teachers Are Unclear About the Purposes of Education

Embedded in the two points just discussed are claims about the
proper purposes of education. As important as it to get students
walking, especially to one another, just doing this is not the end of
the story. We believe that discussion groups are crucibles for the
democratic process. They help students learn to think through
problems collaboratively. to work with others so that the group's
interests transcend those of any one person, and to encourage
their peers to grow as members of a deliberative cOMmIniry.
Unless teachers are clear about these purposes, they may be in-
clined to temove themselves prematurely from the discussion, par-
ticularly if student participation is high. Although it is desirable for
wachers’ voices 10 be less and less present in discussions as the se-
mester progresses, they must look for signs that the discussions are
truly productive before absenting themselves too much. These
signs include a willingness on the part of students to critique their

own and others’ ideas; a tendency to Use both personal experience
ani scholarly authorities to support their claims; a habit of posing
npnmnaﬁ to their peers for clarificaton and elaboranon, i&nw
than waiting impatiently o add another comment; and an incli-
nation to use discussion 1o show apprecianon o others and to ak-
firm the willingness o participate.

Teachers Underestimate the value of Their Own Ideas

As radical educators have acknowledged (Gore, __w,mm" Shor mﬁ&
Freire, 1987), there is nothing inherently wrong with lecturing.
Teachers have scholarly knowledge that is ..115 to students, and
there should be a way, either through occasional short lectures or
in the course of interactions with students, to m?:n this knowledge
concisely, Teachers experienced in democratic theory and the de-
mocratic process can be very effective in using this knowledge (for
example, by asking provocative questions at key E.EEEE 10 cre-
ate the conditions for highly participatory discussion.

Finally, we know that one of the reasons people mc_*r:: teach-
ing is because they can’t wait 1o communicate what they've _ﬁ_ﬁaﬁ_
They take great pleasure in sharing important ideas or e ling 2
story that has meant a great deal 1o them. EEE@ it's very casy
for teachers to overdo this and o satisfy .rw.ﬂrﬁ?.ﬂuﬂﬁ im-
pulses by turning their students into captive u:&auaﬂ_. there
should be a place in even the maost democratic and apen of u..ﬁmha.
rooms for teachers to share their knowledge. However, this ex-
pression of knowledge should always serve 10 foster student
participation, group deliberation, and communal lenrning.

The Right Balance: Neither Dominance nor Absence

Here are some suggestions for achieving the right balance in you
use of discussion.

Avoid Impromptu Lectureties

Many—perhaps even most—teachers in discussion-oriented clas
rooms think nothing of interrupling conversahon 1o launch int
4 ten- or fifteen-minute oration on a WP that emerges from th



gronp’s exchange, This impulse 1o deliver impromptu monologues
should be avoided at all cosis, Because they are extemporaneous,
they tend 1o be bad lectures. It tukes a great deal of skill to lecture
d ically in the manner described by Shor (1992). You must be
well versed in the subject of the discussion, have listened very care
fully to what students have said, and be able 10 draft an outline of
your comments in your head while stiil facilitating the discussion.

Imprompuu lectureties also interrupt the flow of the conversa.
tion, inhibiting some studenis and intimidating others, I vou want
t0 address i point that arises in discussion, control the impulse 0
respond at length and imstead make a note 1o yoursell that you will
deal with it later. Keep a notebook with you in which to jot down
your reactions to the discussion so that you can organize your
thoughis for a presentation of these reactions at a more appropiri-
ate time. Incidentally, in calling on teachers to avoid imprompiu
lecturettes, we want to repeat that we are not saying they should
refrain entirely from participation. Intervention is sometimes nec-
vssary to move the discussion going, but it should be done as suc-
cinctly as possible,

Use Critical Incident Questionnaires

As we hayve shown throughout the book, the C1Q is a useful way (o
getinformation about classroom processes. If students think the
leader is dominating discussion or staying o removed, they will
say o in the Cl1Q. Since the CIQ is anonymous, it is the likeliest
source of frank information about your dominance or reticence.
But even in the CIQ sudents are sometimes reluciant to be criti-
cal of their instructor, The fact that the CIQs say nothing about
your voice being out of balance doesn't rule out the possibility that
this is a problem.

Videotape Your Teaching

Having their practice videotaped feels artificial to some icachers,
who freeze as soon as the VOR record button is pressed. If you
can’t stand to look at a video recording of yourself, an audio
recording will probably do just as well, The point is to be able 1o
sec or hear for yourself how much you control the course of dis-

cussion or how much you remove yourself from the exchange of
ideas. Look for the relative percentages of _..En._ﬁi?ﬁ:nnn._ mlk
and teachertostudent talk, Watch out for times when you inter-
rupt or stall conversational momentum. Are there moments when
your reluctance to intervene acrually prevents stndents from keep-
ing the discussion going or from making sense of difficult con-
cepts? When does your silence strengthen the wunnﬁnwmﬁmn. and
when does it getin the way of constructive engagements

Keep Track of Who Participates

Another tactic that may work when you fear you are dominating is
{0 maintain a written record of who speaks. This keeps you so busy
that you are less prone to excessive participation. It also aleris you
to how many students speak between your own comiments, If you
like to intervene, try making one comment of your own for every
four or five that students make. Of course, how much you partici-
pate depends not just on the number aof students who et m;_._c_i
but also on the thoughtfulness and continuity of their collective
deliberations. Interestingly, one of the residual benefits of this strat-
ey is that you end up with a permanent record of the m:r.ﬁ._m. dis-
cussion, which you can analyze to improve subsequent n__mn:ﬁ.EE.
If you don't like the idea of keeping this written record your-
self, you may want (o ask one or two students (o ﬂ.r.u it for you. This
actually presents a number of advantages. Firsi, it *....nnu.mdﬁ of the
responsibility to maintain this record. Afier all, motiitoring ancl mw.
cilitating discussion is very hard work even when you don’t say any-
thing. Being able to give your full attention to the course of 4:.
conversation and to attend carefully o the substance of whit it
dividuals say is a real plus, Second, students who assume Ei
responsibility (which should be rotated) are sensitized to the con-
versational dynamics of the classroom. It helps them see who is
dominating and who is silent and how the teacher’s participation
affects these variables. Third, putting students in the interesting
position of enlightening you about your tendency 1o be too con-
trolling or laid back shows how much you respect and depend on
their judgment. .
Still another variation on this strategy is to ask a colleague o
observe a class and check for participation patterns, Of course, this
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should be someone you trust, as you may well have to face data that
are painful 1o confront. Observers should be familiar with the ten.
sions of keeping the teacher's voice in balance. The best observers
are probably individuals struggling with this in their own practice.
The advantage of this method is that when complete ontsiders
keep a record of the participation patterns in the class, they ure
unlikely to be biased by particular personalities or preexisting class
dynamics,

Written Minutes of the Class

With the help of the record created in the preceding suggestion,
minutes of each class can be generated. Students can take turns
writing up and photocopying these minutes for the rest of the
group. If the minutes are distributed on a regular basis, they can
contribute to the group's sense of continuity, Notes from previons
discussions become the basis for new conversations, Minutes can
hie used as a substitute for in-class summanies, since they eliminate
the need 1o spend class time recalling previously covered material.
If 1eachers keep the minutes, they can add written responses o st
dent questions or elaborate on some of the topics raised in the dis
cussion, Although teachers may still want to give brief lectures,
minutes provide a space for them to write what they were going o
sy, leaving more time for the students 1 grapple directly with the
readings or the ideas explored in the minutes.

Call Periodic Time-Outs

As mentioned in Chapter Nine, it is often a good idea to take a
break from general discussion to give students a chance to reflect
silently on what has been said. A reflective interfude allows students
and teachers 1o note problems or contradictions, to consider unar-
ticulated points of view, and to identify new directions for conver-
sation. Students take a few minutes to jot down their thoughts
about these matters, and when everyone is ready, the teacher re-
opens the discussion by inviting people (especially those wha have
not yet participated) to read some of what they've written. This
slows down the often breakneck pace that heated discussion can
activate. It gives students time o think about the ideas that have
heen exchanged, and it reminds teachers to curtail their partici-

jon fi i { the group.

for the sake of the least aggressive :ja_unn 0
ﬂ»ﬂﬂ:ﬁiu?_ check on discussions that are limited to only one or
two perspectives and that are dominated by only a few people, par-
ticularly if one of those people is the discussion leader.

Use Small Group Exercises

urse, the surest way 1o prevent teacher nonm-._ﬂ.nnw is 10 re-
N”M the teacher from the discussion Eﬁmnﬁﬁ. .n.._.a is most M_ﬁ
fectively done by dividing the class up :.._"m..n._n kinds of mﬁqa
groups we discussed in Chapter Six and by giving group mem e
two responsibilities: 10 stimulate as much participation 4 uﬂwﬂ .ﬂ.
and to hold each other accountable for E:Ew_ compreh sion “
the topic. What this does not do. however, is address the .wu:nm_
teachers who are perceived to be 100 reserved. One way to handle
this is to encourage the teacher to migrate from group 1o group,
spending at least 3 few minutes with each one.

?wﬁmﬂnu%%%uu.—rn%

What follows are three short discussion scenarios that focus on _._9_
the leader's role affects the course of events. ..;ﬂ, show a teache
who exerts ton much control over the .m.rnﬁ.ﬁ.ﬂn.. a teacher who
too aloof, and a teacher who comes close to striking roughly th

right balance.

Scenario 1: Too Much Teacher Control

/ e assignment for the day was o read the conclusio
T H_.__..._nuﬁ._m_” Mike Rose's remarkable autobiography,
Lives on the Boundary (1990). Rose not only conclude
his story with some very concrete examples of how i€
cross cultural and class boundaries but shows us as
well the implications of these examples for shaping
educational policy. One of the strengths of the book
Rose’s ahility to move back and forth between the
worlds of classroom practice and national qun..ﬁnl_
ing. What do you think of the way Rose handles this



Student 1> 1 guiess | didn’t notice what you're talking about, but |
was really impressed with what he siys on page 222
about being hopeful and assuming that good teaching
can make a big difference for students.

Teacher: Yes, that's important, but almost the whole chapter
that includes the quote you cite shows Rose going
back and forth between practice and policy. Let me
show you what I mean. (Reads about a page of meatenal)
Isn't that impressive? One of the things that makes
this book great is that the implications for reform
emerge from the particulars of everyday teaching,
Anybody want to comment on that?

Student 2: 1 think Rose is a great wacher, but does he really think
that every student can leam? Where did he ger that
faith in everybody?

Student 3: 1 have the same question, and I'm also disturbed by
the fact that this is astory, that it necessarily has a
plot. Doesn't the need to have a plot affect the nci-
dents Rose relates and how they get resolved? How
much does this veally help us understand the messy

world of day-in, day-out teaching?

Teacher: 1 think you are all missing the point. This is a grear
story about one person’s successes and failures in
teaching. Tt has a plot, sure, but that plot can sl be
translated into proposals for reform. 1 mean, what do
you think Rose's reform proposals would look like?

Student 4; 1 don't know about school reform, but could we talk
about the episode when Rose helps that student make

sense of the standardized test she wok? With just a lit-
tle help, she's able to figure most of it out. How often
do you think that happens with our students who reg-
ularly do poorly on achievement tests?

Teacher: Let's take a look at that a litde later. [ siill want to
know what you think Rose can teach us about school
reform. (Long silence)

The teacher in this excerpt is much too dominant and con-
trolling, He insists on sticking to his own agenda despite his siu-
dents’ resistance. Moreover, he ignores the excellent questions his

students raise, each of which could have led to a productive ex-
change. The teacher clearly likes the book and wants his students
1o like it too, He is also intent on exploring the “hig” issues of policy
and reform. His students are much more interested in discussing
and questioning its specifics. The potential for enlightening dis-
cussion is enormous here; students are taking a lot of initiative, and
there is a great deal of participation. Unfortunately, the wacher is
just too self-absorbed 1o see iL

Scenario 2: Too Little Teacher Participation

Tracher: ' What do you think of the last section of Rose’s Lars
on the Boundary?

Student 12 1 liked it, especially what he says on page 222 about re-
maining hopeful and using good teaching practices to
help even the most poorly prepared students.

Student 2: I'm not sure why he's so hopeful. Where does that
faith come from? I've been in lots of situations where
even the best and most dedicated teachers couldn’t
help their most difficult students.

Student 3: 1 have too, Also, even though I liked the way Rose tells
his story, I'm not sure there’s much fo learn from it.
Stories are not like day-to-day teaching. There's no
plot or climax in real-life teaching. Just plugging away
and trying to make the best of i

Student 4: But aren’t some of the incidents revealing? What
about the example of the student who at first does
poorly on the achievement test and then does much
better with a little coaching from Rose?

Student 5: 1 think Rose knows about underachieving students be-
canse he was there once himself.

Student 6 But he also became a scholarship student. 1 don’t
think he does know what it's like to struggle with poor
preparation, limited skills, and especially racial
discrimination.

Student 7: Does he still teach writing o students at UCLA, or is
he doing something else now?

Teacher: He still teaches writing, but he also has an appoint-
ment in the School of Education.
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This scenario seems, superficially, an improvement. Seven
rather than four students have spoken, so the level of participation
is higher. However, although there is enormous potential for dis-
cussion in the issues students raise, there is almost no continuity,
no atempt to build on individual comments. Instead, the teacher
responds to only one question—the one that is the least interest-
ing and least likely to go anywhere. If the teacher had intervened
Just once or twice, each of the issues raised by students could have
been considered and developed much more fully,

For instance, the teacher could have asked the first two st
dents, who appear to disagree, to talk to each other about the ck
fation from page 222. Questions she could have posed are *Does
page 222 give any clues to the source of Rose's hope and faith?”
and “Where else would we look in the text 1o support one view or
the other?” The whole issue of plot and story also seems rich, The
teacher could ask, “In what ways do stories help us understand
everydiy experiences and practices?” and “In what ways are stories
a flawed source?” The point here is not for the teacher to give her
own views but for her to ask a question or raise an issue that gers
students talking to one another. One final comment: although this
discussion is flawed, it is significantly better than the first one in
which the teacher dictated the issues to be covered.

Scenario 3: A Better Balance

Tracher: The assignment for today was to read the conclusion
of teacher Mike Rose’s autobiography, Liuves on the
Boundary (1990). Rose not only concludes his story
with some concrete examples of how 1o cross cultural
and class boundaries but also shows us some of the
implications of these examples for shaping educa-
tonal policy. Could you comment on some of these
examples and their value for promoting educational
reform?

Student I: The quote on page 222 was especially important. We
must assume that students have potential and ability
and then act accordingly. That should be the basis for
all educational change.

Student 2:

Stuedent 3:

Stielent +:

Stuclent 5:

Steeclemt 6:

Teacher:

Steedent 7

Teacher:

Studint 5:
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Maybe, but what makes him so hopeful? Where does
that faith come from? I've seen lots of situations
where even the best and most dedicated eachers
couldn’t help their most difficult students,

I have too. Although 1 like the way Rose tells his story,
['m not sure there’s much to be learned from it Sto-
ries are not like dayto-day teaching. There's no plot
or climax in reaklife teaching. Just plugging away and
trying to make the best of ir.

But aren’t some of the examples revealing? What
about the student who at first does poorly on the
achievement test and then greatly improves with a lit-
tle coaching from Rose?

I think Rose knows about underachieving students be-
cause he was there himself.

But he also became a scholarship student at UCLA
He may have lost touch with those roots. I 'don't

think he knows what it's like 1o struggle with poor
preparation, limited skills, and especially racial
discrimination.

I wonder if we could pause here for a moment and try
to bring these interesting and diverse observations to-
gether. A number of you characterize Rose as sensitive
to the needs of the poorly prepared smudents. Others
question whether the way he tells his story or his posi-
tian of privilege puts him in a position to understand
the most marginalized students. Is there reason to
think that both claims are at least partly true?

I8 he still teaching writing to students at UCLA, or is
he doing something else now?

He’s still teaching writing, bur now he has an appoint-
ment in the School of Education. But I'want to get
back to the other point. Can Rose weach us some valu-
able things about educatonal reform, or is his stance
too idealistic, too removed from the realities of real
classrooms?

1 still think his background as a student who was
mistakenly put in the vocational track gives him a



valuable perspective on injustice and on the filure 1o
realize the promise of educational opportunity,

Student 6: You know, 1 forgot abour that incident Iv probably sill
has an impartant impact on his thinking and practice.

Student 3: 1 just don't trust the story format. He makes ivall
come out so neatly in the end.

Student I: Does hed 1ithink he's quite realistic about how much
can be accomplished with students who have been ne-
glected and oppressed. All those years of bad educa-
non are a great burden, but progress can be made,
especially when we retain hope.

Studdent 3: But his determination to create a narrative of hope
frees him of the obligation 1o recount all the failures,
all the partial successes.

Student 2: And why be so hopeful? What's the reason for keep-
ing the faith?

Teacher: 1 think there may be ar least two reasons for doing so,
both of which are in Rose.

Studdent 5: May I?

Teacher: Please, go ahead.

t5: Rose is hopeful becaunse there is no other choice.
Despair is nota good basis for change.

Stuidenit 2: What about revolution?

Student 5: Perhaps, but while we wait for the revolution, Rose
shows that if you're patient and try hard 1o cross
boundaries, if you keep looking for ability where
athers have only seen dehiciency, great strides can
be made,

Teacher: Rose is like Dewey in a way. He can’t imagine being
anything but faithful, bur it is not a blind faith. Ir
emerges [rom experience.

Student 2: Well, could we talk about some of those experiences
specificallyr What are the concrete bases for his edu-
cational faith?

Teacher: Let's do that

Perhaps the thing that most clearly distinguishes this scenano
from the others is that here the discussion builds. At first students
aren’t really conversing, but with a little prompting from the

leader, they begin alking and responding to each other. There is
clear disagreement, which is tolerated and even encouraged, but
with assistance from the wacher, there is also some basis lor agree-
ment. The teacher makes seven brief comments in this dialogue,
but all but two (first and second to last) are intended o foster in-
creased interaction and continuity, The scenario ends with the
promise of much more discussion based on close artention to the
text. This probably wouldn’t have happened without the teacher’s
cantributions.

OFf course, this scenano may come across as @ bit too idealistic;
good discussions don't materialize as effortlessly as this one seems
to. But it is surpnising what a difference a few well-placed guestions
and comments can make. This scenario shows thar teachers don't
have w intervene constantly or absent themselves entirely 1o make
discussion work.

Conclusion

Balance is one of the keys to good discussion. When one or two
people dominate the exchange of ideas, the benefits for the whole
group are greatly diminished, Similarly, when groups identifiable
by gender, race, class, or ideology complerely withdraw from the
discussion, the range of ideas being explored is greatly reduced.
Of course, perfect balance is impossible, but attention to who's
speaking and who isn't is one of the crucial elements in making
discussion work, The teacher’s first concern, however, should cen-
ter on her own patterns of participation and how these are con-
tributing to or detracting from the efforts of students to deliberate
together. Here is a checklist of questions to keep in mind as you
comtinue the struggle o keep your voice in balance.

Is my participation preventing students who want to speak from
making a contribution? Have | interrupted students in mid-
sentence?

Hawe | made more comments than all of the other students com-
bined? Do | respond 1o every student who speaks? Do students
pause before responding w cach other because they expect me
o make a comment after every student speaks?
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Am I sticking to my preset agenda for discussion despite alterna-
tive suggestions and even resistance from my studens?

Are my teaching practices in discussion in contradiction with my
goals for the class?

Am | discouraging student participation because I think the stu-
dents lack knowledge or experience?

Is the discussion faltering because of my own lack of participation?
Does the discussion Lick focus because | have contributed so little?

Have 1 neglected to interject any comments that help students see
how their ideas are related?

In general, what am 1 doing 1o build continuity and a sense of col-
laborative engagement?

What am I doing to assess and evaluate the degree to which my
voice is in balance in discussion?

Chapter Eleven

| Evaluating Discussion

As a way of bringing our book 10 a close, we want 1o say a few words
regarding the evaluation of discussions, Our commentary will be
brief, however, because we don't believe there really are any stan-
dardized protocols or universal measures we can apply to assessing
a discussion leader’s competence or the value of students” contri-
butions, If our advice has a central theme, it is that any evaluative
approaches or judgments must be grounded in students’ subjec-
tivity. We are aware of the flaws associated with self-reporting, but

we believe that discussion is such an elusive and idiosyncratically

experienced phenomenon that no other method is likely to yield
much meaningful information. Furthermore, when students reg-
ularly document their perceptions of the contributions they are
making to the ongoing exchange of ideas, they can learn an enor-
mous amount about the conditions and behaviors that make dis-
cussion successiul. So the evaluative processes that we suggest (like
all good educational evaluation) emphasize learning as much as
AssESSTHen,

Because most higher educational instinitions mandate annual
assessments of faculty’s pedagogic proficiency, we know that lec-
turers and professors regularly have 1o demonstrate that they are
effective teachers. If they use discussion, this will involve them in
documenting their own capabilities as discussion leaders as well as
their students’ learning. But doing this is problematc. Discussion
is an infinitely varied and multifaceted reality experienced by stu-
dents in multiple ways. We wish we could say that an instrument
were available that could record accurately your gwn proficiency

n



