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INTRODUCTION

Thisarticleexplainsthedevelopmentanduseofastudent-createdgroupdiscussion

fororalassessmentofstudentsinanAsiaUniversity"Pre-AUAP"course.Thiscourseisa

weeklyEnglishpreparatorycourseforstudentsplanningtoattendtheAsiaUniversity

AmericaProgram(AUAP).Moststudentsinthiscoursewillspend5monthsstudyingatone

ofthreeuniversitiesinWashingtonState,U.S.A・Thediscussionassessmentdescribedhere

requiredtwo90-minuteclasssessions,oneinwhichthestudents,asagroup,devisedthe

structureofthediscussion,andoneforthe厚Dupdiscussionitself.

Thisyear'sclasswasquitesmall(sevenstudents)．Theyhadawiderangeof

languagelevels,varyingfromACTFLlevelsnovice-midtointermediate-low(Breiner-

Sanders,Lowe,Miles,Swender,1999).Whenitcametimeforanevaluationofthestudents'

oralproficiencyattheendofthefirstsemester,Idecidedtoimplementagroupdiscussion

formatfororalassessment.Thisseemedtobethemostappropriatemethodforassessingthe

successofthestudents'communicativeabilities(Underbill,1987).Thesmallclasssize

providedmewithanopportunitytoexperimentwiththistypeoftest,injustonegroupofa

manageablesize.

BENEFITSOFTHEPROCESS

Ichosetoinvolvethestudentsinthecreationofthisassessmentforseveralreasons

Allowingthestudentstoworkwithmeasagroup,inEnglish,tochoosethediscussiontopic

andtodeveloptherequiredpointsofdiscussion,wouldprovideausefulgroupspeaking

exercise.ItwouldaffordthestudentspracticewithWestern-stylebrainstormingasamethod

ofgeneratingideas,andresultinadiscussionassessmentdesignthatwasacceptabletoal

membersofthegroup.Thiswouldrequiregroupcollaboration.Inaddition,beinginvolved

intheplanningprocesswouldgivethestudentsasenseofownershipoftheassessmentthat

theywouldnothavehadwithastandardizedorteacher-designedtest.

ASSESSMENTGOALS

Manyofthespeakingactivitiesinthiscourseweredesignedtohelpthestudents

developthedailyconversationandgroupdiscussionskillsthatwillbeusefultothemwhen

theyattenduniversityintheUnitedStates.Theprimarygoalforthisoraldiscussionwasto



assessthestudents'achievementoftheseskills.Thefocusoftheassessmentwasonthe

students'abilitytocommunicatetheirideastothegroup.

CREATINGTHESTRUCTUREOFTHEGROUPDISCUSSION

a)First,wereviewedtheWestern-stylebrainstormingtechniquesthatwehadused

earlierinthesemester.1explainbrainstormingbygivingthestudentstworules:First,all

ideasaregoodideas.Second,noediting,either"internally"(intheirminds),or"externally"

(spokenoutloud),untilalistofideasofanacceptablelengthhasbeengenerated.1notethat

editingtoosoonlimitsthecreativeprocessnecessaryforgeneratingideas.

Thestudentsbrainstormedalistofpotentialtopicsofdailyconversationthatthey

mightexpecttodiscussonauniversitycampusinAmerica.Ilistedthesetopicsonthe

blackboard.Theythenchoseoneofthesetopicsthattheyallagreedwouldberelativelyeasy

forthemtodiscuss.Thesmdentschose"hobbies."Thisfamiliartopicallowedthestudents

tofocusmostoftheirenergyoncommunicatingtheirideas,ratherthanonunfamiliarsubject

matter.Thesimpletopicofhobbieswasalsoonethattheywouldbelikelytodiscusssome

timeduringtheirstayatanAmericanuniversity.

b)Wethenreviewedtheconversationstrategieswehadpracticedinclass.First,we

reviewedthecreationofquestionsinEnglish・IlistedEnglishquestionwordssuchas:who、

what,when,where,etc.,ontheblackboard,andthedefinitionanduseoffollow-upquestions.

Idefineafollow-upquestionas"aquestionaboutyourpartner'slastanswer"(Nattress,in

press)(seeAppendixA).

Wethenreviewedwhat1refertoas"helplanguage,"whicharephrasesusedtocheck

forunderstandingandtoaskforclarificationduringaconversation.Ilistedthesephraseson

theboard:

③I'msorry,Idon'tunderstand.

④CouIdyoupleaserepeatthat？

。Couldyouexplainthat？

c)Ithengavethestudentsanexampleofoneofmyhobbies・IchoseahobbythatI

knewnoneofthemparticipatedin:scubadiving.Iaskedthemwhattheywouldliketoknow

aboutmyhobby,andwhatquestionstheycouldasktolearnmoreaboutit.Iwrotethese

questionsontheboard.



d)Usingthislistofquestionsasareference,thegroupchose"EightMainPoints"and

associatedquestionsthatonecouldasktolearnthebasicsofmosthobbies.Theychosethese

EightMainPoints,writteninquestionform:

1．Whatisyourhobby？Pleasedescribeit、

2．Whydidyouchoosethishobby？

3．Whendoyoudoyourhobby？

4．Wheredoyoudoit？

5．Withwhomdoyoudoyourhobby？

6．Isthereanyspecialtrainingrequired？

7．Howmuchmoneydoyouspendonyourhobby？

8．Wouldyourecommendyourhobbytoanyoneelse？

e)Next,thestudentschoseoneoftheirhobbiesthattheyfelttheycoulddescribeto

thegroup,andanswerquestionsabout,inthefollowingweek'sclass.Ilistedtheseonthe

blackboard.

f)Ithenexplainedthedetailsofthediscussion:Thestudentsmusttellthegroupabout

theirhobby,includingalloftheEightMainPointsthattheyhaddecidedupon.Iwouldlist

theEightMainPointsontheboardonthedayofthediscussionfortheirreference.They

wouldnotbeallowedtoreadtheirdescriptions.Theymustbepreparedtoexplaintheir

hobbyusingonlytheEightMainPointslistedontheboardasareference.Theywouldthen

answerthequestionsandfollow-upquestionsoftwooftheirclassmates.Eachstudentwould

berequiredtoaskatleastonequestionandonefollow-upquestionoftwodifferentstudents.

g)1thenassignedpreparationhomework.StudentscopiedtheEightMainPointsand

thelistofstudenthobbiesfromtheblackboard・Thehomeworkwastopreparetotellthe

classabouttheirhobbybycoveringtheseEightMainPoints.Theywerealsotoreviewthe

hobbylistduringthenextweekandthinkofpotentialquestionsaboutthesehobbiesthatthey

couldasktheirclassmates.

THEDISCUSSIONASSESSMENT

Onthedayofthediscussion,Iplacedthestudents'chairsinanarc,withmychairat

oneend.1wrotetheEightMainPointsontheblackboard.Studentstookacopyofthe

InstructionHandout(seeAppendixB),anddrewnumberstodeterminespeakingorder.I

thengavethemtenminutestoreview,ontheirown,Englishquestionsandhelplanguage,and

tothinkofpotentialquestionstheycouldasktheirclassmates.



Beforewebegan,Iexplainedtothestudentsthattherewasanadvantagetoasking

theirquestionsearlyinthediscussion.Allstudentsmustaskquestionsoftwoclassmates.If

theywaiteduntiltheendofthediscussion,theymightfinditdifficulttothinkofquestions

fortheremainingtopics.Itwasthereforetotheiradvantagetoraisetheirhandsearlyandnot

waituntiltheendofthediscussionsession・Also,thosewhoaskedtheirquestionsearly

couldthenrelaxandasknofurtherquestionsfortherestofthediscussion,iftheysochose.

Theycould,however,askadditionalquestionsforbonuspoints.

Wethenbeganthediscussionwiththefirststudentdescribinghishobby.Whenhe

wasfinishedwithhisexplanation,hethenchosethestudentswhowouldaskhimquestions,

intheorderinwhichtheyraisedtheirhands.Imonitoredthistomakesurethatbytheendof

thediscussion,allstudentshadquestionedatleasttwoclassmates.Wecontinuedthe

discussioninthismanneruntilallofthestudentshadexplainedtheirhobbies,answered

questionsaboutthem,andaskedtheirownquestionsofotherstudents.

GRADING

Asthestudentsspoke,ImarkedtheGradeSheet(below).EachMainPoint,question,

oranswerwasworthuptotwopoints.Eyecontactandspeakingclearlywerealsoworthup

totwopointseach.Ialloweduptofourextrapointsforextraquestionsaskedoranswered.I

limitedthenumberofextraquestionstotwoforeachstudent,toallowenoughtimeforall

studentstospeak.
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THECHALLENGEOFAMIXED-LEVELCLASS

Onechallengeofusingthisassessmentinthisclasswasthewiderangeofstudent

abilitylevels.Thismadeitdifficulttosetspeakingandquestionaskingrequirementsthat

wereattainableforthelower-levelstudents,yetstillachallengeforthehigher-levelstudents



Forthemostpart,studentsseemedtotakethediscussionseriouslyandtriedtocommunicate

theirideasattheirrespectivelevels・Therequirementswereopenenough,however,thatan

unmotivated,higher-levelstudentcouldsimplytouchontheEightMainPoints,asktwo

simplequestionsoftwoclassmates,andthusstillmeettherequirementsoftheassessment.

Completionoftheserequirementswould,initself,constituteasuccess・However,thatwould

notnecessarilybeanaccuratedemonstrationofahigher-levelstudent'struecapabilities.

Tocopewiththischallenge,Iusedapointrangeforeachofthediscussion

requirements.The0-2pointrangeallowedmetoadjustthepointsgivenforeacl

requirement.Iwasabletorewardthosemoremotivatedstudentswhoaskedcomplicated

questions,whoofferedmorethantheminimumrequiredinformation,orwhoconveyed

interestinthespeaker'sresponses.Ialsoconsideredthestudents'Englishlevelsandwhether

ornottheywerechallengingthemselves.Alargerpointrangecouldbeusedonthegrading

sheetforeachrequirement.Thelargerthepointrange,however,themoredifficultitisto

scoresuchanassessmentasitistakingplace(Underbill,1987).

CONCLUSION

Usingapaneldiscussionasanoralassessmenttoolworkedquitewellinthisclass

Thebasicformatexplainedherecouldbeadaptedtofithigher-orlower-levelstudentsby

varyingthediscussionrequirementsandtheamountofstructureprovidedtothestudents.I

couldalsobeusedforla屯erclassesbydividingtheclassintogi℃upsthateachmetwiththeir

teacherinseparateassessmentsessions.Involvingthestudentsinthedevelopmentofthe

discussionmaterialseemedtobebeneficialtothestudents.Iwillcontinuetouserefined

versionsofthisoralassessmenttoolinfutureclasses.
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AppendixA

Follow-upQuestionsHandout

Follow-upQuestions

AFollow-upQuestionisaquestionaboutyourpartner'slastanswer.

Whichconversationdoyouthinkisbetter,Conversationl,orConversation2？

PotentialquestionsforadiscussiononSushi:
1．DoyoUlikesushi？2．Whatisyour血voritekindofsushi言

Thesemaybegoodquestionstoaskyourpartneraboutsushi.Whatiftheconversationgoes
likethis:

Conversation1

Doyoulikesushi？
No,Ihateit.

Whatisyourfavoritekindofsushi
????????？

Reminder:Inrealconversation,wethinkofourquestionsaswelisten.Then,weaska
questionabouttheanswerswehear.

Anotherrealconversationmightgolikethis

Conversation2:

Doyoulikesushi？
No,1hateit.

Whatkindoffboddoyoulike？
(orReally？Ⅷ1ydon，tyoulikesushi？etc．

SampleConversation2makesmuchmoresensebecausetheFollow-upQuestionwasabout
B'slastanswer.



AppendixB

StudentInstructionsforDiscussion

Pre-AuapSemesterEndDiscussion,July9,2002

1.Drawanumbertodecidewhowillspeakfirst.

2.Take10minutestothinkaboutquestionsyoucouldasktheotherstudentsabouttheir
hobbies.Someoneelsemayaskaquestionyouwerethinkingof,sobepreparedtoaska
differentquestion.Remember,"Follow-upQuestions"mustbeaboutthetopicofthe
speakerslastanswer.Hint:RememberYourQuestionWords.

3．Beginthediscussion.#1goesfirst.Tellthegroupaboutyourhobby.Besuretotalk
abouttheEightMainIdeas.

4.When#1isfinishedtalkingabouthishobby,raiseyourhandtoaskyourquestions.The
speakerwillthenchoosethepersontoaskquestions.

5.Askaquestion,thenaskaFollow-upQuestionabouttheansweryouhear.

6.Eachpersonmustaskatleast2questionsabout2students'hobbies.Youmayaskmore
questions.Themorequestionsyouask,themorepointsyouget!
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