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THE SKILLS OF FACILITATION

< TABLE 3.1 Facilitator dimensions and modes
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COMMUNICATION SKILLS

The ability to listen, respond, explain and question effectively are part
of a set of key communication skills that all facilitators of SGT should
possess. Questioning is of such importance that it will be dealt with in
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the student’s c:mmnmﬁ.wc&cm and an explanation can then be given at an
appropriate level using examples and analogy if appropriate. Further
questions can be used to ensure that the student has ?:v\ understood.

QUESTIONING

The questions a teacher asks can make the difference between an
antiquated wasteland and an exciting szﬂ.:m environment.

(Carin and Sund 1971: 23)

If active learning is the hallmark of higher educational ﬁr:;o.bm then the
use of questions and questioning skills is the simplest active learning
technique. When learners hear a question, they have to think; whether

more detail in the next section. they respond is another matter.

i
A : : : 1 [ keep six honest serving men
Active listening m Aﬁrmw taught me all I WM&SVW
Listening is more than just having a fully functional auditory system Their names are What and Why and When and How and Where
that picks up speech. In the same way that merely seeing can be aug- X and Who.
mented by deliberate, focused observation, hearing the utterances of i (Rudyard Kipling 1912: 43)
{ others can be raised to higher levels by active processes ensuring that :
i J_ all messages are received and that the speaker knows that the message The function of questions in SGT
¥ G has got through. B
£ B There are a number of techniques that SGT facilitators should be aware Questions and questioning methods serve a wide variety of functions in
f of. For example, keeping eye contact with a speaker and acknowledg- P SGT and are involved in the following processes:

[ ing what he or she says by appropriate body language, such as nodding i

_ and verbal agreement, is essential for active listening. It is not accept- ! B arousing interest
_ 3 able to ask a question and then let your attention wander and appear ; M activating prior learning
i 'k _~_ uninterested when someone answers. A further way for facilitators to w m n:wmdomgm mﬁ.mbmﬁrm and weaknesses
._ i indicate that they have been actively listening is to summarize or para- 3 B checking progress and understanding
phrase what has just been said: ‘So what you're saying is . . .’. This is B assessing achievement
! Bk sometimes termed ‘reflecting back’. ¥ B controlling group dynamics by encouraging participation and
. discussion
k ]

_amm_uo-._n::m and mx—u_mm::—a mdn.o:w.mmim anow-_ﬁ&. ﬁ.rmd_a.bm and active _mwﬂism
_ B reviewing and summarizing.

These two communications skills can be dealt with together as they over-
2 lap. Facilitators responding to student comments, questions and suggestions
A should always demonstrate: respect, understanding and empathy. If an
explanation is required this should use _w:m:mma and concepts that the
student will understand. If necessary questions may be asked to clarify

Arousing interest

Questions at the beginning of a SGT session can arouse interest and
motivation. Big questions like ‘Do you know what proportion of the
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UK National Health Service budget is spent on the treatment of diabetes
and its complications?’ can act as a trigger to generate a whole discus-
sion. After a little thinking time and a few responses, the jaw-dropping
correct answer (15 per cent) can act as an extremely powerful stimulus
for the relevance and importance of what follows. Each discipline should
be able to come up with its own set of ‘trigger’ questions.

Activating prior learning

>mc1¢bm a constructivist and student-centred approach to teaching implies
that questions should be used at the beginning of a SGT session to
evaluate background knowledge and attitudes and to activate and acknow-
ledge prior FE,E:W. Such questions should be mandatory at the begin-
ning of all teaching session but they are especially important in SGT
where the aim is to encourage students to talk and discuss.

Diagnosing strengths and weaknesses, checking
progress and understanding, and assessing
achievement

The responses obtained from individuals after activating prior learning and
evaluating background knowledge can be used to diagnose the strengths
and weaknesses of the group with respect to the content to be dealt
with. The facilitator might then have to briefly review and summarize
key points seen as essential for the following discussion or activity if a
lack of _Aboiwmmm,w is detected. Alternatively, if the group appears know-
ledgeable, the cognitive level of the work to be carried out could be
raised appropriately. Clearly, further questioning during the session can
be used to diagnose how well the group is operating and to check under-
standing. Finally, questioning towards the end of the session can be
used to assess how well the group has achieved its learning objectives.

Controlling group dynamics by encouraging
participation and discussion

However, one of the most important questioning techniques in SGT
is aimed at controlling group dynamics by encouraging participation
and discussion. Remember that the initial objective of SGT is to encour-
age proup members to talk and without pﬁmﬁ;ﬁw this none of the
other objectives will be achieved. However, questions can often seem
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intimidating to participants, resulting in an inhibition of participation,
so careful consideration needs to be made to the types of questions that
are asked and the manner in which they are presented. This is why it is
important for a facilitator to be aware of different question types and
to know when it is more or less appropriate to use them,

For activating prior learning simple, closed, knowledge recall questions
are ideal, initially the simpler the better. After introductions and ice-
_uﬂm&c.bm have been performed, asking questions that students should know
the answer to is more likely to encourage a response and even further
participation. By gradually Fqcmcnm:m more cognitively &nE,&u&:m ques-
tions later students will be more likely to respond, whereas il they had
been presented earlier they might have resulted in a blank response.

Encouraging deep-level thinking and
active learning

The facilitator should be aware of the various cognitive levels of ques-
tions and use them appropriately to encourage deep level thinking.
Questions aimed at the higher levels, such as analysis or critical evalu-
ation, should be aimed for.

Reviewing and summarizing

>_¢~o:mr the facilitator can always review progress and summarize the
key learning objectives, a useful technique is to question the group on
what they feel they have achieved, Going round the group asking indi-
viduals what they feel they have learned or achieved provides an active
and participatory closure to the group’s activities.

Categories of questions

Questions and questioning techniques can be categorized in a number

of ways:
B closed (or convergent) questions
B open (or divergent) questions
B questions aimed at different levels of the Fﬁ,icm Emaw_.orw
] E‘D_umbm questions.

These categories are further examined below.
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Closed questions

Closed questions are also known as convergent questions as the question
is concerned with an item of factual information and homes in or con-
verges on the specific answer. Closed questioning may ask learners to
name or identify an object or concept, to define or state a definition of
a wlacin or rule or to compadare or contrast two or more processes or
systems, The answer to these questions is clearly right or wrong and in
fact many closed questions merely involve learners stating yes or no.
Closed questions are found at the lowest levels of the cognitive hierarchy
and involve simple recall and comprehension. The type of thinking and
verbal response elicited involves memory, description, explanation, com-
parison and illustration. Learners at this level may be asked to explain
or illustrate the meaning of key concepts as a way of mmac:mqmem:m
comprehension.

Closed questions are useful in establishing and activating prior learning
at the _unm:::sm of' a SGT session. Because they should be easy to answer
they are also useful in warming up learners prior to more complex,
open questions.

Examples of closed questions

What is the name of that bone?

Define the second law of thermodynarmnics.

Who developed the philosophy of dialectical materialisin?
Explain how a . .

Compare the two main methods of .

Open questions

In most cases open or divergent questions have several possible responses
or no fixed response. They may ask learners to defend or justify a
particular course of action or moral position. They might involve learners
having to apply their knowledge in new, problem-solving or creative
situations. They might ask learners to make judgements requiring the
use of evidence. They reqlire more elaborate and thoughtful answers
and usually cannot be answered by the simple recall of factual informa-
tion. They elicit and require deep-level thinking involving the higher
levels of the cognitive hierarchy. They can involve, for example, applica-
tion and problem solving in novel &_Ech:F analysis of complex
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concepts, creative speculation, planning and ,ﬁrn making of decisions
based on the critical evaluation of evidence.

Although a ‘big’ open-ended rhetorical question is often a useful
trigger at the beginning of a SGT session, in terms of questioning
dynamics the use of open-ended questions should be reserved for later
in the session after the group has been warmed up. Open-ended ques-
tions early in a discussion session may be perceived as intimidating and
could inhibit participation.

Examples of open questions

® How would you justify making abortion a right of all
women?
B What assumptions underpin the abandonment of objective
, truth in postmodernist thinking?
B How would you make smoking illegal in all public buildings?

In general terms closed questions are aimed at the lower levels of the
cognitive hierarchy, whereas open questions are aimed at higher levels.
However, the responses obtained from learners are influenced by their
degree of competence and experience. In some cases experienced or
knowledgeable learners will treat an open ended question as if it were
closed., Asking someone in this situation to make a complex judgement
or to evaluate evidence may result in the learner simply recalling a
predetermined response based on prior knowledge and experience.

Questions aimed at different levels of the
learning hierarchy

Bloom’s cognitive hierarchy, shown in the left-hand column of Table 3.2,
not only is useful in developing learning outcomes for teaching sessions
but also can be used to formulate different levels of questions, particu-
larly in the cognitive domain of learning. For most purposes Bloom'’s
six levels are an appropriate framework for thinking about questions.

It can be seen that using questions aimed at different levels of the
hierarchy will make students think in different ways, from simple recall
through application and up to problem solving and critical evaluation.
All SGT facilitators need to be aware of the importance of pushing
learners to their tognitive limits, an awareness of questioning levels is
“very useful in this respect.
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B8 TABLE 3.2 Questioning at different cognitive levels

Cognitive level  Types of questions Examples

Evaluation Questions involving making Judge, defend, evaluate the
judgements on the basis of evidence for, justify
standards, criteria, rules or
the critical evaluation of ‘

evidence (problem solving)

Synthesis Questions aimed at the Create, speculate, design,
creation of new ideas, plan
concepts or plans
(problem solving)

Analysis Questions aimed at analysing  What are the assumptions?
assumptions, reasons or What's the evidence? How
evidence (problem solving) dees this fit together?

Application Questions aimed at applying How would you? What would
or using knowledge in new you do in this situation?

situations or problems

Comprehension  Questions aimed at Compare, contrast, explain,
reformulating or explaining differentiate between
existing knowledge

Knowledge Questions aimed at recalling ~ What’s that called? Define,
factual information describe, give me an example
of, list some of the causes of

Probing questions

>E_c:m_u SGT facilitators may plan to use m_wnnmmn types of questions at
particular points in the session, there will always be situations where
additional questions encouraging learners to clarity or elaborate their
initial responses are required. These probing questions and question-
ing sequences can occur in H_.nmmuobma to open or closed questions or
questions directed at different levels of the cognitive hierarchy; they
can enable the facilitator to ensure that deep-level understanding is
taking place or to diagnose Ecbmmaﬁmn&bmm and take appropriate
action. Such a sequence of questions might take place after an indi-
vidual learner has not responded, or responded correctly, incompletely
or incorrectly, _ _ .
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T,ogdm questions can be classified into the wo:osaum types:

waon%mbm ‘
_.zmﬁmﬁzm
&wﬂm_v;dm ‘

extending

redire cting.

Prompting questions
A prompting question is used when a learner does not respond to a

question or else gives an incorrect or incomplete answer. The question
:nmvn contain suggestions or clues, a * prompt’, to the correct answer,
hopetully triggering the student to make the necessary response. For
example: ‘Can’t think of anything? Remember last session when we talked
about the causes of the First World War . . .” or ‘No, pulmonary oedema
Is associated with the left side of the heart, what about problems with the

right side?” or “That’s almost right, but what about the social costs?’

Justifying questions _ )

Justification questions can be used when a learner has provided a cor-
rect answer without necessarily oxm;w::npm why he or she has chosen it.
Asking for justification can push learners to the limits of their under-
standing and is a useful means of &mm:cmwum learners strengths and
weaknesses. For example: ‘OK, but which particular category of anti-

)

biotic would you use?’ or ‘Yes, but what's the evidence for that?’ or
‘But why is it so important to do it that way?’

Clarifying questions _

If a student has given a poorly articulated or Emoawﬁoﬂn answer to a
question, clarification can be asked for. Students can be asked to re-
phrase or elaborate their answer until the facilitator is satisfied that
they have answered the question mm:m_.mcﬂcwmvf For example: ‘So explain
what that means in practice?” or ‘Can you be more, specific?” or ‘Can
you rephrase that in non-technical F:msmmmm“ _

Extending questions

Superficial understanding is often context dependent whereas deep-level
understanding is demonstrated when learners can apply their know ledge
to different or new situations. By asking learners to extend and elabor-
ate their thinking to new situations by using extension questions, they
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are encouraged to think more deeply and their responses give clues to
the depth of their E&n;ng&am. For example: ‘How would you modify
that treatment if the baby was premature?’ or ‘Can you give me some
examples from the work of Joyce?’ or 'If your tax revenue was reduced
by one-third what would your priorities be then?’

Redirecting questions
Redirection merely asks the same open-ended questions to different
students to generate a variety of responses and to increase participation.

The guestioning process ‘

Humiliation and mental oppression by ignorant and selfish teachers
wreak havoc in the youthful mind that can never be undone and
often exert a baleful influence in later life,

(Albert Einstein in Calaprice 2000: 69)

As well as having a good working knowledge of questioning types, it is
important that the facilitator is also aware of the effects of the ques-
lioning process itself on learner behaviour. It has already been mentioned
that different Lypes of questions are more .ES; to elicit a response at
different peints in-a SGT session and can be used to warm students up.

The facilitator’s attitude to asking and responding to questions is of
crucial importance in creating the right questioning dynamic within the
group. Here the ideas and frameworks provided by Rogers, Lewin,
Maslow and Heron as discussed previously are important. OOEZ:EM
the conclusions of their work means that facilitators should generate an
atmosphere of trust and co-operation where students feel comlortable
with asking and responding to questions and where w_._nw can feel confid-
ent of exposing their lack of knowledge without ridicule or sarcastic
comments. This atmosphere is crucially the responsibility of the facilitator,
who should warm up the group, set the ground rules and monitor
participation and progress, These conditions have already been dis-
cussed in Chapter 2 but facilitators should be aware of the anxieties

and barriers that students might have when placed in situations where

they will be asked questions.

The way in which questions are asked can have a significant impact
on whether responses are elicited and their quality. Although in the
cut-and-thrust of discussion and debate many questions will be asked,
facilitators should try to ensure that their questions are clear and
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unambiguous. Questions should not be too long nor should they contain
too many sub-questions or conditions. They should focus on one fact,
idea, concept or problem at a time, Students should be given plenty of
‘think time” (at least five seconds and preferably more) to respond before
either _.ﬁurﬂmmmbm the question or maybe using a prompting question. It
is useful to tell students that they are going to have plenty of time to
think about their answers, There is evidence (Carin and Sund 1971) that
if facilitators leave a _cnm silence after asking a question then students are
more likely to respond and even give longer and more elaborate answers.

How the facilitator responds to an answer not only is extremely
important to the student answering the-question but also sends mes-
sages to the rest of the group about how they will be treated if they
answer a question. The facilitator should apply active listening skills
while listening to the response (see p. 38) and should wait until the
complete answer has been given. Then, depending on the answer, an
appropriate response should be given. If the answer is correct, this
should be acknowledged, with positive and supportive feedback being
given. However, if the answer is incorrect or incomplete, some of the
probing questioning techniques previously discussed should be used.
On no aceount should the facilitator use negative, sarcastic or person-
ally demeaning language. This does nothing to improve self-esteem or
selt-confidence and will inhibit participation from the rest of the group.

Summary of recommendations for fuestioning in
SGT sessions
-
B By appropriate ice-breaking and warming-up, ensure that
learners feel comfortable in a questioning environment
exposing their lack of knowledge.

®  Use closed questions at the Vwmiacm of a session to activate

bl

and monitor prior learning and to warm the group up.

B Where possible then use open questions aimed at higher levels
of thinking. )

m Allow EaﬁQ of think time before intervening with more
-questions.

| wn%cum to silence or incorrect responses 3 using prompting
questions. =

B Do not use sarcastic or hostile responses with learners.

B Respond to correct answers by positive and supportive

¢+ feedback.
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