
By Shivani Gupta

Making Group Discussions 
Come to Life 
in the Language Classroom



“No matter how interesting the discussion topics are, my students never 
really get into it… the discussion dies in a few minutes… and some 

students don’t participate at all!”

”Some students feel that discussions are a waste of time because all they  
are doing is talking…it’s difficult to make learning tangible.”

“Some students always end up dominating the discussion giving very little 
chance to others to speak.”
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Which of these statements do you identify with?



Session Aims
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In today’s session, we will be looking at:

§ maximising student participation in 
discussions

§ identifying areas that can be focused on 
in a discussion

§ ways to deal with dominating/stronger
learners
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Maximising Student Participation



The  ‘TOPS’ Approach

T  -

O  -

P  -

S  -

What topics would my learners enjoy talking about?

How can I personalise the discussion?

How can I support learners/ supplement what they know?

What is the outcome of the discussion going to be?



Activity 1: What’s missing?



The TOPS Approach in action: adding AN ‘OUTCOME’

Adapted from Discussions that work by Penny Ur



Missing ‘O’ :The ripple effect 

No 
participation

No 
motivation

to speak
No outcome



Activity 2: What’s missing?



The TOPS Approach in action: adding 
‘PERSONALISATION’



Activity 3: What’s missing?



The TOPS Approach in action: Offering more 
‘SUPPORT’

Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi is widely recognized as one of the twentieth century’s
greatest political and spiritual leaders. Honoured in India as the father of the nation, he
pioneered and practiced the principle of Satyagraha—resistance to tyranny through mass
nonviolent civil disobedience.

While leading nationwide campaigns to ease poverty, expand women’s rights, build
religious and ethnic harmony and eliminate the injustices of the caste system, Gandhi
supremely applied the principles of nonviolent civil disobedience, playing a key role in
freeing India from foreign domination. He was often imprisoned for his actions,
sometimes for years, but he accomplished his aim in 1947, when India gained its
independence from Britain.

Due to his stature, he is now referred to as Mahatma, meaning “great soul.” World civil
rights leaders—from Martin Luther King, Jr. to Nelson Mandela—have credited Gandhi as
a source of inspiration in their struggles to achieve equal rights for their people.



The TOPS Approach in action: Supporting learners 
with idea generation
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Choosing areas to focus on



4 commonly focused areas

§ Language for expressing opinions

§ Language for asking for opinions

§ Language for agreeing/disagreeing

§ Language for concluding

Which OTHER areas could be focused on in a discussion?



Here you Go!

§ Language for interrupting/ responding to an interruption e.g. “If I may add 

something…”, If you could let me finish what I was trying to say…” 

§ Language for expressing doubt or improbability e.g. “I’d very surprised if…”

§ Language for justifying opinions e.g. “According to recent studies, …” 

§ Language for making /responding to suggestions e.g. “Why don’t we…”

§ Language for acknowledging what somebody has said e.g. "X has made a really 

good point about…” 

§ Language for generalizing e.g. “More often than not…” 

§ Language for buying time e.g. “How shall I put it?” 

§ Language for giving examples e.g. “To cite an example, …” 

§ Language for contrasting e.g. “Although x, Y is…” 

§ Language for comparing e.g. “X is not even remotely comparable to Y” 

§ Language for interrupting/ responding to an interruption e.g. “If I may add 

something…”, If you could let me finish what I was trying to say…” 

§ Language for expressing doubt or improbability e.g. “I’d very surprised if…”

§ Language for justifying opinions e.g. “According to recent studies, …” 

§ Language for making /responding to suggestions e.g. “Why don’t we…”

§ Language for acknowledging what somebody has said e.g. "X has made a really 

good point about…” 

§ Language for generalizing e.g. “More often than not…” 

§ Language for buying time e.g. “How shall I put it?” 

§ Language for giving examples e.g. “To cite an example, …” 

§ Language for contrasting e.g. “Although x, Y is…” 

§ Language for comparing e.g. “X is not even remotely comparable to Y” 



§ Language for adding emphasis e.g. “… really rampant, … unbelievably hostile”

§ Language for sounding tentative e.g. “Apparently,…, probably…”

§ Idiomatic expressions e.g. “It might be a long shot but…” 

§ Lexical sets (topic-related) e.g. Theme - Crime (heinous, verdict etc. ) 

§ Collocations (topic-related) e.g. commit crime (topic-crime)

§ Intonation

§ Sentence stress e.g. “The point I want to stress is…” 

§ Pause Fillers “It’s sort of hard …” 

§ Repair strategies e.g. “What I meant was…”

§ A grammar point likely to come up in the discussion e.g. The first conditional

§ Aspects of spoken grammar such as ellipsis e.g. “Anything to add anyone?

§ Register – “I’m pretty sure that…” VS “I’m confident that…” 

Here you Go!

§ Language for adding emphasis e.g. “… really rampant, … unbelievably hostile”

§ Language for sounding tentative e.g. “Apparently,…, probably…”

§ Idiomatic expressions e.g. “It might be a long shot but…” 

§ Lexical sets (topic-related) e.g. Theme - Crime (heinous, verdict etc. ) 

§ Collocations (topic-related) e.g. commit crime (topic-crime)

§ Intonation

§ Sentence stress e.g. “The point I want to stress is…” 

§ Pause Fillers “It’s sort of hard …” 

§ Repair strategies e.g. “What I meant was…”

§ A grammar point likely to come up in the discussion e.g. The first conditional

§ Aspects of spoken grammar such as ellipsis e.g. “Anything to add anyone?

§ Register – “I’m pretty sure that…” VS “I’m confident that…” 
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ZEROING IN ON USEFUL AREAS

§ Learners’ level

§ Demands that the activity imposes on learners
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WHAT AREAS WOULD YOU CHOOSE TO FOCUS ON 
FOR THIS ACTIVITY FOR AN INTERMEDIATE CLASS?

Your family has just won 1 million in a lottery. All the family members 
have their own ideas about spending this money. Discuss your ideas as 

a family and then decide how to spend the money?



Possible areas to focus on:

§ Language for making /responding to suggestions e.g. “How about buying a car…”, 

“I’m not sure if buying a car is a good idea because…”

§ Repair strategies e.g. “What I meant was….”

§ Language for contrasting e.g. “Although buying a car is important,  we shouldn’t be 

spending too much on it…” 

§ Language for comparing e.g. “Buying a necklace is not even half as important as 

renovating the kitchen”

§ Sentence stress e.g. “The point I want to stress is…” 

§ Grammar- Ist conditional – If we buy a car, we’ll be able to …”

§ Language for making /responding to suggestions e.g. “How about buying a car…”, 

“I’m not sure if buying a car is a good idea because…”

§ Repair strategies e.g. “What I meant was….”

§ Language for contrasting e.g. “Although buying a car is important,  we shouldn’t be 

spending too much on it…” 

§ Language for comparing e.g. “Buying a necklace is not even half as important as 

renovating the kitchen”

§ Sentence stress e.g. “The point I want to stress is…” 

§ Grammar- Ist conditional – If we buy a car, we’ll be able to …”
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Dealing with stronger/dominating
learners



Dealing with stronger/dominating  learners



Establishing 
routines 

using props!



Assigning 
them a task!



Regrouping!
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