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I decided to analyze a new discussion for this paper.  All of the discussions that I have facilitated in the past could have been improved.  I am aware of this and it has made me a better teacher because I have learned from my errors.  I wanted my final discussion for this class to be a culmination of all that I learned.  This paper will describe my improvement and it will show what I now look for to make discussions great.

I had my most effective and exciting discussion with my high school hockey team.  During the school day, I am in an alternative education high school.  I facilitated discussion with the students there, but they were never as successful as the one that I did in the locker room.  I do not know exactly why that is, but I think that the hockey team found the discussion more authentic because they were truly interested in winning and the discussion helped them in the psychology of winning.  I found that there are limitations to discussion.  If the students are not interested with the information they are reading, the discussions will be dull.  The hockey team was eager to read and to learn a they were ready for another discussion. 

For this discussion, we covered the second part of  Dr. Rob Gilbert’s Read this Book Tonight…To Help You Win Tomorrow; How Sport Psychology Can Help You Do Your Best When It Means the Most (see appendix for a sample). As with the first discussion, I was still dealing with all males ranging in grades 9-12.  We had forty-five minutes for the discussion.  The objectives of this discussion were the same as the prior discussion.  They were:

· The team will identify characteristics in attitude that contribute to a successful team

· The team will start to develop trust with each other 

· They will develop their communication skills

· They will examine themselves as competitors

· They will examine their own fears and how they affect their performance

· They will develop an image of what it takes to be prepared for competition

The players had to take the book home and read the remaining sections. The readings in the course taught me of the importance of scaffolding before a discussion.  I incorporated some of the ideas into my lesson plan.  Because of this, I had them take notes on the passages that interested them.  When we came back together, I had them get into groups of three and share what they thought was important.  In these groups, I had them come up with one question to ask the rest of the team.  The question had to be one that would generate discussion and I went over some examples of good questions.  As Close put it, I did this because “Using questions that students generated brings the discussion closer to the students” (1).  After, we came together for a discussion.  After the discussion, they wrote in their journals reflecting on the most interesting parts of the discussion.  Looking back at the discussion, I realize that all of the questions that they came up with were the same ones that I wanted to ask.  As we made our way around, many groups stated that either another group or I already asked the question they were going to ask.  I am happy to see this.  It showed that the players were picking out the information that was most important.  It was also good because the players came up with some of my questions making the discussion more student centered while still covering the aspects I wanted covered.  

In this class, I learned that teacher led and student led discussions both have their advantages and disadvantages.  Student led discussion are more authentic to the students and provide a more interesting environment because students become empowered.  But, they can lose focus and not always accomplish what needs to be accomplished.  Teacher led discussions are controlled by the teacher and are geared to cover what needs to be.  This type of discussion can easily become a teacher dominated and students do not always participate when this happens.  


I came to the realization that the two types do not have to be exclusive from one another.  I believe that the best discussion is one where the teacher balances the two.  I wanted my discussion to be both teacher and student led.  At times, I wanted the students to have control, but I also wanted to ask my own questions.  I wanted to steer the conversation, but as Athanases puts it, “the teacher clarifies to the student that she or he is another interpreter of the literature, thereby empowering the students with the belief that their personal interpretations count” (2).   

As for the discussion, the lesson plan was simple.  After the players talked in the groups, I had them come together.  I then went to each group and asked them what they found interesting in the talks and I allowed other groups to comment.  After, I asked a question that blurred the lines of student and teacher led discussion.  I said, “My ultimate goal is to get you to be better athletes both physically and mentally.  The reading and this discussion is meant to develop your ability in the mental part of the game.  What did you find in this reading that would make you a better competitor?”  Although the topic was developed by me, it gave the players room to take the conversation where they wanted to go.  I think that this is crucial for a discussion to work.  The readings and especially the video tapes from this course showed me the importance of this.  When students had the freedom to take control of their learning, the discussion flourished.  When the teacher dominated the discussion, the students did not participate as much.  I did not want this to happen, so I tried to stay out as much as I could.  In saying this, I did not stay out entirely.  I had more questions prepared in case the conversation stalled.  Each question summed up the general them for each section.  The questions were:

· What does the author mean by having your parking break on while playing?
· Can someone care too much so that it destroys their ability to perform?

· How would you describe “the eye of the tiger?”
The discussion worked out well enough that the conversation did not become stalled.  I still did use these questions, but I only used them after another player commented on the topic.  For example, one player comment that he “plays the best when [he has] the eye of the tiger.”  At that point, I stopped the discussion and asked my question and had the players describe there thoughts on it.  I think that this was important because it showed the players each player had a different idea for this metaphor.    

As I look back at my early assignments about defining a discussion, I realize that I was trying to describe the classroom as a team.  Discussions are teamwork.  They are intended to have students work together to create meaning.  As Lasker put it in Democracy Through Discussion, we were trying to create a democratic environment.  In its function, this democratic environment is the environment needed for a team.  Just like playing hockey together, they needed each other to find meaning out of this reading.  Sure, they could have just read it, but I am not sure how much they would have gotten out of it.  The discussion is a perfect example of how a team needs to operate.  They need to rely on each other.  With the discussion, they were able to see other people thoughts on the same issue.  In this, they were able to judge their own ideas and add to them.

Along the same lines, environment is critical to creating a successful discussion.  The participants need to feel safe.  Much of what was described in the reading was to build trust.  This is where I feel having a discussion with a team is special.  There is much more trust on a team than there is in a classroom.  They feel safe in sharing.  There is not the idea described by Orenstein of “I’m afraid I have the wrong answer and I’ll be embarrassed...My self confidence will be taken away (2).  They were very supportive of each other and respectful.  They took it seriously and helped each other become better.  I was surprised to see that it was quite opposite from what I am used to in the classroom.  You would think that a group of boys would be in competition with each other.  They were not.  They even tried to build each other confidence.  On player said, “When I am on ice, I feel like I have my emergency break on.  I don’t know what it is.  I just feel that I sometimes cannot play at this level.”  Another player, who is also a leader of the team replied, “Don’t worry; I was like that when I first started playing too.  I see you do some great things out there.”  As I heard this, I great smile came across my face.  They were figuring out what it means to be a team and what it takes to be competitors.  

I deliberately made an effort for every player to speak during this discussion.  In the classroom, I think that I would not do this.  As Townsend puts it, students are “self-conscious and self-critical” (3).  I learned that calling on students can destroy their confidence.  Because of the environment of the team, I did not fear this.  I thought that they all should talk because they all had the confidence to do so.  In looking at the two discussions I did with the team, I think that this was a good choice.  It helped build a team.   

 
One aspect I improved upon from the last discussion was that I encouraged them to be specific and site the reading material.  I think that this was important because it made the players relate and synthesis the reading material.  Before, I think that they got away from the text resulting in them not getting as much out of the discussion I wanted.  I got them to do this by having different direction and by reminding them while they discussed.  In my direction, I mentioned that they needed to be specific and site the reading material three times.  I mentioned it before they read, as the broke up into the small groups and right before the full group discussion.  I also reminded them when they were speaking.  For example, I would say “What passage in the book reflects what you are saying?”  Doing this had its benefits.  The first was that the players had to put more effort into reading.  They also had to use the reading to strengthen what they were saying.  I believe that this forces them to think on higher levels.    
Although this was the best discussion that I have had so far, there are still aspects of my performance that I can improve upon.  One aspect I need to improve is my spur of the moment decisions.  For example, a player described how he was going to change his pre-game preparation after reading the text.  At that point, I stopped the flow and had the team do a round robin.  I did this because I thought that his was an important lesson to be learned and I wanted every player to vocalize what he was going to do differently.  The problem came in that there were not many unique replies.  For the most part, the last half of the people who talked were repeating previous answers.  This mistake was a lack of foresight because I should have predicted that this would happen.  Instead, I should have stopped the conversation and asked for volunteers.  I think it still would have had the same effects, but without all of the tediousness.  I think that this is a mistake that I will make again in the future.  It is caused by inexperience.  The reaffirming aspect is that having more discussion will reduce mistakes like this.  

  
Another area that I can improve in is being a little too judgmental.  As a coach, I think that it is easy to do this.  In a discussion, it is crucial not to do this because it takes the focus away from the players and makes it more of a recitation.  As Weinstein describes this situation, it creates “the active, dominant role of the teacher and the relatively passive role of the student.”  She continues to say that this produces “the lack of interaction among students” (6).  There was one situation in this discussion that I did this.  In response to a player, I said, “Do you think that this would make you a better player?”  At the time, I did not think that this would be perceived as being judgmental.  But I noticed that the player did not share after this.  To do a better job, I should have let the rest of the team address this response.  This would have kept the focus more on the team and reduced my role as the authority.   

I have been troubled with assessing the success of discussions.  I feel that this discussion was success.   I say this because the players were engaged and they said some interesting and thoughtful comments about the reading.  I think that they covered and addressed my objectives.  But, I do not have proof of this.  This is especially true in sport.  The test is replaced by the game.  It is difficult to see if this discussion will make them a better player.  To address this problem, I had the players do a journaling activity where they had to reflect on the discussion.  I thought that this would show me what they learned.  It did not because I do not think that they took the activity too seriously.  I got the canned answers that showed that they did just enough to get the assignment done.  This does not make me believe that they did not get a lot out of the discussion.  I truly believe that they did, but the journaling did not work.  I think this happened because I did not give enough direction for the writing activity.  I needed to make it more authentic.  I should have asked a question like, “Please comment on the area of discussion that meant the most to you in terms of making you a better hockey player.”  With this, I think that they could be more focused and still explore new ideas while I could assess how much they got out of the discussion.   


I think that this discussion really made the players think about the psychological aspect of game.  I know this because they said statements that I would characterize with winners.  One part that really caught my eye was when they started talking about their pre-game preparation.  One player made the comment that he thought that the team should do a better job in preparing for hockey games. (I agreed and was happy to hear this.)  The player said, “How can we have the eye of the tiger when we don’t get prepared for the game.  We goof off too much when we should be focusing.”  This was perfect for me as a coach.  I could say this thirty times to them and it would not have the same value as it did at that one point.  This statement came from a group effort and it came from their own lips.  This means so much more than if I said it.  


Since the discussion, I have noticed a bit of change in the players.  We had the discussion just this last Tuesday.  As I said before, it is sometimes difficult to see how effective a discussion can be.  But, I am seeing that the players are more confident.  Since the discussion, we have had two practices.  The practices were lively and energetic.  The team played to their full ability.  In sports, there always is an assessment, which comes in the form of a competition or game.  This week, we play Marquette.  They are one of the best teams in the state.  I am interested to see if this discussion will help in my team’s performance.  We will see if our work off the ice will help on it.  I realize that this is the interesting part of sports.  I now can go into the game believing I did my best to prepare them mentally and this is something in which I should feel proud.  
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