Organising group talk

Choosing a class to work with
Think of a class you teach that you think would respond well to group talk activities, this will be your case study class.

Note down:

Case study class 1
Year:        Class:         Timetabled day(s)/lesson(s):     Reason chosen:

Before you continue, make some copies of the questionnaire given below. Fill in the questionnaire yourself for the class by answering as if you are a representative pupil. Add extra lines so that you can add questions of your own.

Now ask some pupils from your chosen class to each complete the questionnaire to get a feel for their opinions. There is also space to add extra questions if you wish.
The outcome of the questionnaire may influence your decision about why you chose this class.

Keep spare copies of the blank form and the outcomes of the questionnaires for later.
	Class:

	strongly disagree    agree   strongly      not disagree                                    agree        sure
                                   ☺

	1  Science is a subject full of things to discuss.             4              3              2             1              ?

	2  The teacher often asks us questions about

science in class.                                                        4              3              2             1              ?

	3  I often ask the teacher questions about science.      4              3              2             1              ?

	4  I often ask others in my class questions about

science.                                                                     4              3              2             1              ?

	5  We are often given the chance to discuss

things in science.                                                       4              3              2             1              ?

	6  I often challenge other pupils when I think they have said something about science that may

be wrong.                                                                  4              3              2             1              ?

	7  When talking in a group, I am listened to
by others.                                                                  4              3              2             1              ?

	8  When talking in a group, I always listen to
the others.                                                                 4              3              2             1              ?

	9  I always  work with the same group of pupils

in lessons.                                                                 4              3              2             1              ?

	10  I like working in groups to discuss things.                 4              3              2             1              ?

	Adapted from Shakespeare, Naylor and Keogh, 2004


A pupil’s view
Watch the video sequence 3 which shows pupils, whose teacher uses group talk and argument in science, talking about their experiences:

•   How do they feel about the activities?

•   How has their opinion of using group talk changed since they started to do it?

What are the advantages and disadvantages of this way of working as far as they are concerned?

Trying an activity
Choosing, grouping and moving pupils for group talk activities
Everyone is affected by their peer group, and pupils in particular rapidly adopt and change roles in different situations. The choice of the group in which they are expected to work has a huge bearing on their willingness to speak openly and express ideas.

A teacher may say ‘I’d like you to do that in groups …’ with little guidance on the composition or size, where pupils should work, how long they have, and what is expected of them. A very common grouping for practical work, group talk or project work is friendship grouping, often in groups of three or four, or without specifying

the size of group.

Stop and think
Before reading ahead, jot down as many reasons as you can for each of the following:

•   why science teachers often allow pupils to work in friendship groupings;

•   why pupils choose friendship groupings when given the choice;

•   why science teachers may choose groupings of threes and fours;

•
why not specifying a group size may be a problem for the teacher and for individual pupils.

You may have had thoughts such as:

•
for the teacher, little or no forward planning is required to arrange friendship groupings. The likelihood of confrontation is reduced and if pupils are already sitting with friends they do not need to move far;

•
given the choice, pupils (quite understandably) choose the lowest risk option – invariably with the same pupils they always sit with, who are probably sitting close to them already;

•
many science classroom tables and lab desks lend themselves to being used in groups of three or four. Also, there may be inadequate resources or equipment for smaller groups;

•
pupils can choose to sit with big groups and therefore have less to do and make it more difficult for the teacher to keep them on task. Less-popular pupils may be excluded from some or all groups.

Thinking ahead and preparing the ground
Start by thinking in terms of flexible ‘grouping plans’ which can change according to the activity, rather than fixed ‘seating plans’ which usually do not. Many science teachers adopt seating plans in September and do not alter them all year except for handling unwanted behaviour. Introduce new ways of working at a time when the pupils are most receptive, such as a morning lesson, after a holiday break, or on starting a new unit of work, but do not put it off until September! Make it clear how long you expect pupils to work in these groups and that they will be changed again shortly. Get into the habit of changing groups regularly, anything from once per week to changing mid-lesson.

Whatever you are doing in class, always express grouping and seating plans in terms of learning, rather than behaviour, management. Changing groups will be more

difficult if pupils regard it as a punishment for poor behaviour or low productivity rather than an important aspect of learning. In all lessons you should be the one to decide
on seating to make it easier when you want to move pupils. Even if you allow them to choose from time to time, make it explicit that the choice is yours and do not back down if pupils complain. If your school has a policy of alphabetical or boy/girl seating, they can return to this for ‘whole-class’ teaching as needed.
Review
Grouping plans not seating plans.

The choice of seating and grouping is yours.

Express grouping and seating in terms of learning not behaviour. Change groups regularly.

Group size
	Grouping
	Benefits
	Limitations
	Benefits and limitations for case study class

	Individual
	Has to think for self
	Isolated within own experience
	

	Pair
	Obliged to talk Secure Unthreatening

No need to move furniture

Quick
	Prone to quick consensus Little challenge from different viewpoints

Allocation of loners can be difficult
	

	Small group

(three or four)
	Diversity of opinion without the size

of group being too threatening

Turning a pair round can create a table

of four without moving benches
	Social pressures begin to set in: ‘We always work together; ‘Do we have to have girls in this group’;
‘I have no-one to work with’. Possible for individuals to stay quiet once there are more than two
	

	Large group

(five to seven)
	Diversity of ideas, experience, ideas, opinion
	Have to move furniture Requires chairing and social skills

Can easily be dominated. More pupils remain silent
	

	Whole class
	Everyone gets the same experience Teacher can monitor and support

the talk
	Several pupils remain silent More difficult to contribute and there can be frustration in having to wait, discussion moving on, etc.

Risk of domination by the bright, confident and talkative Risk of the teacher doing most of the talking
	


It may be useful to think in terms of ‘team work’ as opposed to ‘group work’ when setting up group talk. For team work, think ‘competition’ – where the idea is to end up with something, which is the first/best/biggest/most, etc. when compared with other groups. For group work, think ‘collaboration’ – cooperating towards a common goal irrespective of the actions of other groups. Stereotypically, it is often held that boys have a preference for team work and girls for group work. However, pupils often respond unexpectedly, and every pupil should be asked to work in new ways at times.

Group composition
	Grouping
	General benefits
	General limitations
	Benefits and limitations for case study class

	Friendship
	Secure and unthreatening
	Prone to consensus
	

	Ability
	Work can more easily be pitched at the optimum level of challenge
Pupils challenged by others near to their ability (in their

‘zone of proximal development’)
	Visible in-class setting
	

	Similar personalities together
	Can treat all in group in same way
	Differences visible – leading to pupil labelling of groups (e.g. the keen group, the mischievous group)

Some groups may demand more attention than others
	

	Different personalities together
	Unmotivated pupils may be pulled up by more motivated
	Motivated pupils may be pulled down by less motivated
	

	Single sex
	Socially more comfortable for some
	Increases the gender divide
	

	Equal numbers of boy/girl

per group
	May promote gender tolerance and

equal opportunities Positive influence of one gender on another
	May be unequal numbers of boys/girls in class

Some pupils feel strongly about the negative influence of the other gender
	

	Random selection
	Builds up pupils’ experiences of different partners and views

Accepted by pupils as democratic
	Can get awkward mixes and

‘bad’ group chemistry
	

	Pupils with same first language
	Conversation flows freely
	May limit opportunities to share ideas with others May appear to segregate different pupils
	


There are many ways to spread ideas from a small group to the wider class. Refer to the table below, noting how there is hierarchy from the most straightforward method to more elaborate.

Grouping and regrouping quickly
Keeping with the same groupings lesson after lesson can become counter- productive. Discussing ideas with different people is important to good science and a life skill in itself. When asked to work in different groups there may well be personality clashes, confusion over who sits where, and unexpected unequal numbers due to absence, so it is important to have methods that limit these difficulties.

Sharing ideas between groups
Ideas to make grouping and regrouping happen easily
	Method
	Notes

	Number/letter/
colour
	1
Make sturdy signs for tables with three different grouping methods (e.g. numbers/letters/colours) so that different tables are marked up as 1/A/Red;

2/B/Green; 3/C/Blue, etc. Leave the markers on desks all the time so that pupils expect them to be used.

2
Allocate each pupil a number, letter and colour. You may have decided that when in their colours the pupils are grouped by ability; numbers by learning style; and letters give an even boy/girl split; or any other way you wish to group them. Do not share with the class your reason for grouping that way.

3
Pupils remember/note down their own number, letter and colour which may also be recorded in their diaries or similar, displayed on the noticeboard or projected on a whiteboard.

4
On arrival at the lesson (or any time you want to change grouping) you tell pupils to get into their relevant group. Pupils move to the correct marker and sit down with a new group.

	Random numbering
	1
Pupils put their hands up. Point to each pupil and give them a number – as they hear it they put their hands down – up to the number of groups required.

2
Before they move, ask the number 1s, 2s, 3s, etc. to put their hands up in turn so you can see the groups you have made and they are less likely to change group as they move to their places in the class. Having planned it in advance, direct each group towards a desk, using signs as needed.

3
Pupils can see that you are not allocating specific pupils into groups as it appears ‘random’. It can, however, be easily arranged so that the first pupils you number are all separated into different groups – but if done quickly it still looks random.

	Random continuum
	1
Ask all pupils to line up alphabetically by surname, by first names, by month of birthday (January to December); house number (low to high); first letter of the last TV programme watched; numbers of brothers and sisters (from zero up) – anything that allows you to randomly line them up in different ways. Avoid personal qualities such as height, or test results, etc.

2
Divide the class into equal-sized groups. Having planned it in advance, direct each group towards a desk, using signs as needed.

3
Pupils can see that you are not allocating specific pupils into groups as it appears ‘random’.
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Tell your case study class that you have looked at their responses to the questionnaire and are going to try a group talk-type activity with them as a result.





Have the pupils work in groups of four.


They should nominate a spokesperson for their group and also nominate a scribe. Pose them a question to think about. This should be pertinent to the topic you are


teaching but some examples are given below.





Tell the pupils that they should face each other and the scribe will jot down all the pupils’ responses to the questions posed. All resonses should be recorded even if they appear to be wacky.





Give a definite time for the discussions and then tell the class that you are going to give them 5 minutes to summarise all the ideas and take feedback from the spokesperson.





Evaluate how effective you felt this simple group-talk activity was and how you will change your organisation as a result of this reflection.





Ideas of questions to pose:





•	Look at these cell models. Discuss the similarities and differences between them. What features of the cell could not be adequately represented by the models?


•   Why does more copper sulphate dissolve in the same amount of liquid when the temperature is increased? Use the word ‘particles’ in the explanation.�
�






•





�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�































































































































































�
�



Look at the table on the next page and think about your case study class. Photocopy the table and then consider how this grouping would work and complete the last column for yourself.�
�
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Look at the table below and think about your case study class. Consider how this grouping would work and complete the last column for yourself.�
�
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Look at the table below and think about your case study class. Consider how this method would work and complete the last column for yourself.�
�
Method�
Description�
Benefits and limitations for case study class�
�
Pair talk�
Following the stimulus for the discussion, pupils are asked to think before speaking to anyone, then turn the person next to them to share their answer.�
�
�
Pairs to fours�
As above, but then each pair shares ideas with another pair.�
�
�
Snowball�
As above, but each time the group grows they are asked to come up with another argument/point/idea/ fact/etc.�
�
�
Spokesperson�
One person is nominated from a group to summarise their argument. The teacher should decide on the spokesperson and only let it be known just before they are asked to speak. Stress that the spokesperson can use others’ ideas and does not have to think on the spot when reporting back.�
�
�
Envoys�
As ‘spokesperson’ (above), but the person feeds back to only one other group. They also listen to this group’s


ideas before bringing back ideas to their own group again.�
�
�
Rainbow groups�
After a discussion, pupils are given a number or colour. Pupils with the same number or colour then join up to form new groups with representatives from the


previous groups. (See notes below for ideas on how to carry this out.)�
�
�
Random


(and apparently random) regrouping�
Pupils are randomly jumbled to rearrange them (using methods such as those outlined below).�
�
�












