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9. Questions and Answers about the PDR Method

Design & System Issues

Since discussion is the major activity of the course there are various design and system issues
related to it. It may be useful to consider them here in the context of the three steps of the PDR

method.

The Preparation Step

1. How much time can a learner be expected to invest in preparing for a discussion?

This will vary according to the learner and institutional situations. The general policy of our
university is that for a one-credit course it is acceptable to expect a learner to spend around
one hour of time outside of class. Anecdotal evidence suggests it takes learners 45-9o minutes
to prepare for a discussion. An important point to make here is that learners actually use this
preparation in a significant way during the discussion and reaction steps so they recognize its

importance.

Several different variations of input have been used:

1) Learners read one article.
2) Learners read one article and watch one video (TED Talk).

3) Learners watch one or two videos (TED Talk or other video).

All of these variations work well in their own context, so it will be up to teachers to determine

the right mix for their learners.

3. What language should input be for a topic? (Only English, only Japanese, both ...)

In general, as a course which aims to improve English ability, the input has been in English.
However, there are some topics where there is limited or only dated information available in
English. So, there are times when using input in Japanese seems best. Further, for videos like
TED Talk videos there is often Japanese language support (subtitles, transcripts) available and

learners are encouraged to watch such a video in both English and Japanese.




9. PDRXVYw RQ&A

9. PDRAYV v FQ&A

et (AP DERRE

TAAAYYIVHACOI-ADFELEE CHHIEND, TNICEELT, R PILHE
HCOWVWCEFEFTFRBEN DD F T, €D UICEBICDWNTC, I TPDRXYV Y BD 3D
DERFEICDFTCEHRIAL THEX I,

1. Z8E(C, NKOVFECHEZDID NG TELITN ?
FEEPHERBECEDRNRICROTEEDE T, IWfcBEUTIE—MEEHEHE LT
(&, TBAOI-X(CDE, FEENRELANTIREEEFET D CEZMFI DN
HCTY. INFTOHZRDHE, FEED1BIDT 4 XAy 32VDFTEZTD(C1F45~90
DEHNDEDTI, CCTARUBRIE, COULTFEUCILEZEBRENERICT 4 X
AvravEUT7IY3VORBTCARRICERALT, FEOEEMZTH IO IETT,

2. DUEDDPEYVIICHUT, FEEICEDLDFBEDA Ty b (XE, HEN, BE
BEE) ZRAVNDNETTH ?
URDKIIC, 412V Ty MW DDEDSE THAGHDETESITEF U
1) 1KRDEEZHO
2) 1XDzxEZH:>, 148DETH (TEDM—2) =285
3) 1F&ZFelFeAxDETH (TED =7, FFZDMDETSH) =82

IO U EaDEE ENBZNZNOIRR TERICKEL CLWET, BEEDFEEIC
OB CEVFHEIEDEZHIT ODIFAETT,

3. bEVIICHIT ATy bd, EDEE (RED, HAFEDH, BULIEMES) [CX
DNECL&LON?
FEEVPABEHECEORRICKDTELEDET, B UTIE—MRIEHEHELT

(& 1E8EUOI-XICDE, FEEDRELNCT I BEREEFET D EZHEFITDDNH

HCTY. INFTOHZREDE, FBED1RBIDT 4 XAy 3>VDFEZTB(C1F45~90

DEHDDELDTI, CCTARUBRIE COULTFELUCIEZFBENRRICT 4 X

AvavEUTIY VDR TERZRICEALTC, PEOEEUZRHISHLETI,

-

-~

46



47

9. Questions and Answers about the PDR Method

v

4. How should topics be decided?

Having topics that learners can actually discuss is the key to the success of a discussion-
based course. It is up to the teacher to come up with a means to determine what topics have
the greatest chance of success. We have created a homework assignment (Appendix 8) in
which learners create their own discussions. They find articles or video for input, write their
own questions, and then answer the questions. By collating these from a number of classes, it
becomes clear what topics are of general interest and then the teacher can make decisions about
topics to include for a given class.

Topics are further considered in terms of being serious or more neutral to light-hearted.
An example of a serious topic would be “crime / death penalty”. When looking at the overall
scheduling of discussions we have found that, for our learners, 1 out of every 3 or 4 discussions

should be a serious discussion.

5. How should learners prepare for a discussion?

Learners should research the topic and then complete a written assignment to prepare.

The form used for preparing for a discussion is called the Preparation Worksheet (Appendix
4). This is a standard form, which is the same for every discussion. It consists of 3 parts: 1)
the questions asking about the input read or viewed, 2) the questions from the Topic Guide
(Appendix 2) about the topic- some of which are required and some which are chosen by the

learner, and 3) an original question composed by the learner.

6. How should preparation be assessed?

There are two elements to assessment of the preparation. The first is the assessment
of whether the learners have completed the task before starting to do any discussion.
Unfortunately, there is a type of learner who, knowing that an assignment will not be collected
until the end of a class, believes it is acceptable to complete the assignment during class. For
this discussion activity any learner who is focusing on writing will not be able to speak and will
negatively impact the experience of those who have prepared and want to speak. Therefore, at
the start of class a visual assessment is done to see whether a learner has completed all sections
of the preparation worksheet and a stamp is placed on their paper, which indicates their level of
preparation. This initial evaluation will directly affect their final evaluation once the preparation
worksheets are collected at the end of the class.

For the final evaluation teachers read through the content but do not give specific feedback to

learners or correct language mistakes.
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Discussion Step

1. How many learners should be in a group?

Typically a group size of 3 seems to provide the best balance of learner speaking time and
speaking partner heterogeneity. Sometimes groups of different sizes will be necessary due to
class size. Changing group size changes the atmosphere and focus of learners. In particular
having learners discuss in pairs results in a more intense discussion, but this should only be

introduced once learners are comfortable with the format.

. How long should a discussion be?

It is expected that with their preparation worksheets learners can speak approximately 5-6
minutes about a topic. Therefore for a pair 10-12 minutes is normal, for 3 or 4 learners 15-18

minutes is normal.

. How should the learners sit in a group?

This is important because it affects eye contact, hearing, and the perception of status.
When learners discuss in pairs they
should face each other. When learners
discuss in a group of three sitting in a
triangle is best. When learners work
in groups of 4, sitting in a plus-shaped

formation is best.

. How many discussions should learners do?

This is governed by the group size used and the length of the class period. For a go-minute
class, which is the norm at Tohoku University, 3 discussions in groups of 3 is the standard. In

the case of pairs being exclusively used 4 - 5 discussions are possible.

. How should learners be assigned to groups?

The essential point here is to come up with a way, which ensures that learners are talking to
somebody new in each discussion, while still being able to assign groups quickly and smoothly.
Indicating groups on the board and then counting off to assign learners to groups is an easy way

to do this.
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6.

How much should the teacher interact with learners during a discussion?

As a learner-centered activity the teacher should not become the center of attention.
However, during discussion time the
teacher can walk around and observe the
various groups. This creates a little bit
of tension among the learners to focus
on using English and should there be a

question makes it easy for them to ask for

help.

. What is the best way to explain how to do this system?

At the beginning of the course learners need to understand the overall structure and goals.
These can be explained through use of a Course Guide (Appendix 1) and a Topic Guide (Appendix
2). The activity is modelled through a Discussion Model (Appendix 3).

. How should the discussion step be assessed?

There are three metrics: 1) preparation worksheet, 2) reaction, and 3) visual observation.

. Have you experienced a class where there are both very high level and lower level learners

together? If so, how did you cope with that?

Yes, this is very common in our teaching situation as learners have not been streamed by
ability so far.

First of all, what has inspired us most to use this system is that those learners who are very
good at English have been highly satisfied with it and those who are not very good at English
have been able to participate without embarrassment if they do the required preparation and
are therefore also satisfied.

In any discussion all learners are dealing with two primary variables: the discussion content
and their English ability. No learner is usually an expert on a topic so this is a natural equalizer
and most learners are interested in what others have to say. In the case where there are several
higher level students the teacher needs to work to ensure that those students have one or more
discussions together so they feel that they have been able to use their highest level language

ability.
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Reaction Step

During the Reaction Step learners use a form called a Reaction Sheet (Appendix 5) to write their

reaction.

1. How much time should be allowed for the reaction writing?

In a go-minute class, fifteen minutes gives learners enough time to write something of
substance and strikes the proper balance with the discussion time. It also prevents learners from

writing so much that it becomes a burden to evaluate.

2. What resources should learners be allowed to use to write a reaction?
Learners must work alone, but are otherwise permitted to use any resource with the exception

of prewriting and copying an entire reaction.

3. What kind of content should learners write in a reaction?
Learners should focus on the topic being discussed rather than on their feelings regarding

doing discussion in English, and should attempt to structure their writing in essay format.

4. How should English mistakes be evaluated?

The goal is for learners to be able to express themselves in a comprehensible way without
worrying about minor English mistakes, so mistakes are neither taken into account for grades
nor corrected. If structural or language problems impede understanding, however, that would

result in a lower grade.

5. How should a reaction be assessed?
The metrics used include total length, use of appropriate organization, a wide range of

vocabulary and grammar, and content.
Supplementary Activities
Each of the supplementary activities also has a specific purpose.

Supplementary Activity 1 (Appendix 6

This activity first of all serves the social function of being an ice-breaker in which learners
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get to know each other. Secondly, learners are trained in how the teacher will assign learners to
groups and how to arrange the desks for a discussion. Finally, learners experience what it is like

to speak English for approximately an hour. Some learners have never had such an experience.

Supplementary Activity 2

This activity comes after the first set of discussions and can be generated from the original
questions students submit from Activity 1. For some learners the homework associated with
this class is a heavy burden. This gives all the learners a break. Secondly, doing this kind of
spontaneous conversation again after a gap of several weeks gives the learners a chance to notice

whether they have improved at all. It seems that most learners feel they do.

Supplementary Activi Problems in Country / World) (Appendix
There is preparation for this activity but learners do not write a reaction. This activity and
Activity 4 provide the teacher with ideas for future discussion topics. The way this activity is run
ensures that every learner has to lead a short discussion at least 3 times which gives learners a

better idea of their strengths and weaknesses as a discussion leader.

Supplementary Activi Final Homework) (Appendix 8
This final homework serves as a 'test’ for the course and is the primary source of discussion

topics for future classes.
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