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Why do senior, more experienced faculty members tend to utilize discussion-based 

teaching within their classrooms? (Lei, 2007) One reason is that group discussions are the best 
method for teaching in various curriculums ranging from medical science to high school math 
(Christensen, et al., 1992).  Another reason is that discussion-based teaching most closely 
resembles our natural way of communicating in every other social environment—work, home, 
talking to friends—that we participate in (Wilen, 2004).   

While both reasons appear straightforward, reasonable even, they don’t explain why less 
experienced instructors rely more on lecture-based teaching methods.  Discussions require 
experience and confidence on the part of the instructor to allow for his or her ideas, questions, 
and comments to be openly examined by students.  To make matters worse, teaching via 
discussions is hard.  The method is characterized as “messy, uncontrolled, and far more difficult 
than lecturing” (Christensen, et al. , 1992).  Lecture-based instruction imposes an “obvious gulf 
or barrier” between the instructor and student that less experienced instructors use to maintain 
control of their classroom (Omatseye, 2007).   

The idea of teaching through classroom discussions can be summed up with the well-
known phrase, the Socratic Method—the method of instruction by which the instructor asks a 
simple question and then spends classroom time allowing the students the opportunity to orally 
present opinions and evidence in an attempt to answer the question satisfactorily.  Socrates 
passed this method of instruction down to Plato, who then passed it onto his pupil Aristotle; thus, 
the philosophical originators of Western Civilization believed that teaching was personal, that 
there should not be a forced barrier between instructor and student.  Because we here at West 
Point like to think that anything good somehow started in our little corner of the Hudson Valley, 
we refer to this same method of instruction as the Thayer Method (Tribus, 2007)—named after 
the man considered the Academy’s founding father, Colonel Sylvanius Thayer, the Academy’s 
Superintendant from 1817 to 1833. 

So, discussion-based instruction is not a new concept.  Academically-researched articles 
that begin to define the differences between discussions and other forms of oral communication 
in classrooms, such as recitations, can be traced back to late sixties (Hoetker and Ahlbrand, 
1969) with a marked spike beginning in the eighties (Mehan, 1984) and lasting through the late-
nineties.  Most of this research was conducted in the social sciences, though its relevance to any 
teaching discipline did not go unnoticed.   

Research in the past ten years has moved on to different pastures.  Go to any academic 
server and you’ll find thousands of recent articles that explain new instruction methods, 
particularly methods that make use of recent technological advances; all of which promise to 
produce more efficient classrooms and in turn, better-taught students.  Discussion-based 
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instruction is not material that researchers are looking to make a reputation on; it’s simply no 
longer exciting and there’s not much left to say.  Most of the information that needed to be 
exposed was plowed up over a decade ago.    

In summarization, discussion-based instruction is hard, it’s a little too “old school”, and 
it’s not exciting.  But it is the method that experienced instructors rely upon and it’s the best 
method to teach a variety of subject material.  Compared to other instruction methods, it most 
resembles the natural way we communicate.  It makes instruction personal, removing barriers 
between teacher and student, and it’s been used since the beginning of Western Civilization.  The 
method of instruction is proven.  So, what literature should be looked at in reference to 
discussion-based teaching?  Specifically, what literature can assist an instructor of English 
Literature who aspires to teach like a proven veteran and not like an inexperienced instructor 
afraid of losing control of his class? 

A good place to start is with Rick VanDeWeghe’s article titled “What Kinds of 
Classroom Discussion Promote Reading Comprehension?” (2007).  VanDeWeghe, who teaches 
English Literature at the University of Colorado at Denver, states that English teachers value 
classroom discussion because it “help[s] students make sense of literary texts,” invites a deeper 
understanding of literature, and improves reading comprehension by challenging interpretations 
(p. 96).  The article explains nine separate methods by which a teacher can induce meaningful 
discussions using a variety of techniques that appear valid.  These methods are easy to 
understand, seemingly easy to incorporate into a literature classroom allowing an instructor to try 
any individual method, and each method is written in a manner that encourages a teacher to try to 
find a method that is suitable for him or her.  The paper is very supportive.  VanDeWeghe also 
asks the question, “[H]ow do we know what, if any, kinds of classroom discussion promote 
achievement?”  His answer to that question is not based on discussion-based research; instead the 
article uses the findings in a Martin Nystrand article that is a review of the history and research 
of composition.     

Nystrand’s article “The Social and Historical Context for Writing Research” (2006) 
provides the most comprehensive review of academic research on the subject of teaching 
composition at the university level that can be found.  The fact that the article is used to ground a 
paper on discussion-based instructional techniques for English Literature should be no surprise.  
English departments at institutions of higher learning have the responsibility of teaching both 
composition as well as literature; somehow, the two subjects go hand in hand, regardless of the 
fact that the “comp” and “lit” sections of an English department are often at odds (Beech and 
Lindquist, 2004).  The fact is that the development of research on discussion-based instruction 
for English courses has proven more difficult than the research on composition (Smith and 
Connolly, 2005).  Since English teachers are accustomed to teaching both composition and 
literature, the borrowing of research on composition to aide in the development of better 
literature comprehension through in-class discussions makes sense.   

A valuable article that does base its evidence on discussion-based instructional research is 
William W. Wilen’s “Refuting Misconceptions about Classroom Discussion” (2004).  Wilen is a 
social scientist who has published articles on discussion-based instruction for nearly twenty years 
and is another source from which concepts for discussion-based teaching in English Literature 
can be borrowed from.  Wilen’s article lays out five misconceptions about classroom discussions 
and then refutes each with solid academic research that generally comes from the nineties.  
Possibly the most controversial reason for not using discussions and a primary reason why 
inexperienced instructors would elect to not use them is the fear that, “Teachers cannot 
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objectively evaluate students’ contributions during classroom discussions” (p. 37).  Wilen gives 
some methods by which teachers can evaluate discussions, but ends up agreeing that effective 
evaluation is a difficult dilemma for instructors to overcome.  In the end, Wilen is a clear 
supporter of discussions in the classroom setting, going so far as to claim that this method of 
instruction can teach students “problem solving necessary for the common good” (p. 33).  An 
idea that, I think, most experienced instructors would be inclined to agree with. 
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