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What this unit is about
Discussion can be an effective way of enabling students to explore a range of scientific
topics in elementary science, including those that are more sensitive, such as
malnutrition. Often, we expect students to accept scientific ideas and evidence without
giving them the opportunity to consider whether and how they might be true. Using
discussion in the classroom can help students to develop their critical thinking skills as
they consider relevant evidence, form opinions and justify their points of view.
This unit will discuss the process of facilitating student dialogue in elementary science by
considering ways of introducing, organising and concluding classroom discussions.
Various strategies that support effective discussion of malnutrition and diet will be
explored to illustrate how the strategies can be enacted in the classroom.

What you can learn in this unit

l The benefits of using discussion as a tool to develop critical thinking

l How to use effective discussion in your lessons to promote a deeper understanding
about a topic like malnutrition.

Why this approach is important
Discussion is an active approach to helping students construct meaning and under-
standing of scientific concepts, issues and ethics. Your students will have their own ideas
around a subject or topic like malnutrition. Such understandings will have been built up
through previous science lessons throughout their schooling and from their personal and
family experiences. Extending students’ knowledge even further by providing opportu-
nities for them to consider the implications of eating healthily, will influence the kinds of life
decisions they make as they mature into adulthood.
In effective discussions, students are encouraged to do most of the talking with one
another as they explore concepts and ideas. It is only by talking that we often begin to
think more deeply about the subject. This is not only helpful in enabling students to learn
from one another but it also reveals to you any confused ideas they may have, so that,
subsequently, you can plan ways to direct learning. Helping and supporting your students
from an early stage to talk about science and share their thoughts, will make them more
able to argue their case in later life.

1 What is a discussion?
A ‘discussion’ is an umbrella term for exploratory interaction between a group of two or
more people. A ‘debate’ is a more formal (and potentially more intense) type of discussion
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that usually involves two distinct or contrasting viewpoints or ‘sides’. This unit uses the
word ‘discussion’ to encompass both types of group interaction.

Case Study 1: Using discussion to explore students’ ideas
Mrs Asha Goyal often talks to a colleague, Suman, about their lessons. Suman
encouraged her to try letting her students have a discussion about a topic.

Suman told me how she had tried having a discussion with her class after reading an
article in a science journal about how it can help students think more. I was impressed by
her enthusiasm and her description of how her students had responded, and so agreed to
have a go. I was very nervous but with her help I planned the session on exploring ‘What is
a healthy diet/meal?’

I explained to my Class IV students what I wanted them to do. I had been helping my
students talk about problems in science by using pair work and small groups, but this was
a more open-ended discussion so I was not sure they would be able to do it in pairs. I
decided to use groups of five students.

I put two pictures I had drawn of a meal, on the blackboard. One was of a meal that was
only carbohydrates; another of a mixed meal of vegetables, chicken and carbohydrates. I
asked them to think about which, if any, of these meals was a balanced meal. I gave them
a few minutes to talk and then asked for some comments. I noted their key ideas on the
blackboard. They included comments and questions like ‘Both meals are OK!’, ‘I don’t like
chicken so I wouldn’t eat that one’, ‘Do all meals have to be balanced?’ and ‘What happens
if you only eat vegetables – is it balanced?’ I was very impressed by these and asked the
students then to talk further about what they understood by the idea of a balanced diet
rather than just a balanced meal.

This raised many more comments and a lot more questions. It showed me how much they
understood about a balanced diet but also showed the gaps in their understanding,
especially about what kind of balance there needed to be between carbohydrates and
proteins, etc., and the impact of not having a balanced diet.

My next lesson would provide an opportunity for all of them to find out more about what is
involved in having a healthy diet. It was a very good way to assess their current knowledge,
and my students were so animated as they talked. I was pleased at how well they listened
to each other, even if they disagreed with the speaker.
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