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Graded Harkness Discussion 
 

Because this is a team effort, there will be a team grade. In general, everyone who discusses 
receives the same grade. I consider this initial grade to be a sort of base grade. If a student is an average 
participant, he or she will receive the class grade on the rubric. If he or she was incredibly prepared and 
actively promoted the flow of conversation, I will grant a higher grade than the base. Similarly, if a 
student does not participate or is obviously not prepared, I will grant a lower grade than the base. 
  

This is what you need to do, as a class, to earn full points: 
 

A truly hard-working, analytical discussion in which: 
 
1. Everyone has participated in a meaningful and substantive way and, more or less, equally. 
 
2. The pace allows for clarity and thoughtfulness – but not boredom. 
 
3. There is a sense of balance and order; focus is on one speaker at a time and one idea at a time. 
The discussion is lively without being “hyper” or superficial. 
 
4. The discussion builds. There is an attempt to resolve questions and issues before moving on to 
new ones. 
 
5. Comments are not lost, the loud or verbose do not dominate, the shy or quiet are encouraged. 
 
6. Students listen carefully and respectfully to one another. There is no talking, daydreaming, 
rustling papers, making faces, using phones or laptops, etc. when someone else is speaking (this 
communicates disrespect and undermines the discussion as a whole.) Same goes for sarcastic and 
glib comments. 
 
7. Everyone is clearly understood. Those who are not heard or understood are urged to repeat. 
 
8. Students take risks and dig for deep meaning, new insights. 
 
9. Students back up what they say with examples, quotations, etc. Students ask others to back up 
assertions with proof (if possible). The text is referred to often. 
 

The class will earn an A by doing all of this at an impressively high level (very rare). The class 
will earn a B by doing most things on this list (a pretty good discussion). The class will earn a C for doing 
half or slightly more than half of what’s on this list. The class earns a D by doing less than half of what’s 
on the list. The class earns an F if the discussion is a real mess or a complete dud and virtually nothing on 
this list is accomplished or genuinely attempted.  

Unprepared or unwilling students will bring the group down as a whole. Please remember this as 
you read, take notes on, and prepare for class discussion.  
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To have a good Harkness Discussion: 

1. Come prepared, having read and thought about the text 
2. Ask relevant questions to propel the conversation and connect ideas 
3. Connect to prior discussions, previously studied texts, outside texts, or life experience 
4. Refer to specific passages in the text 
5. Be open to new ideas; listen to others 

 

 

Common Core Standards for Speaking and Listening: 
1a. Come to discussions prepared, having read and researched material under study; explicitly draw on 
that preparation by referring to evidence from texts and other research on the topic or issue to stimulate a 
thoughtful, well-reasoned exchange of ideas. 

1b. Work with peers to promote civil, democratic discussions… 

1c. Propel conversations by posing and responding to questions that probe reasoning and evidence; ensure 
a hearing for a full range of positions on a topic or issue; clarify, verify, or challenge ideas and 
conclusions; and promote divergent and creative perspectives. 

1d. Respond thoughtfully to diverse perspectives; synthesize comments, claims, and evidence made on all 
sides of an issue; resolve contradictions when possible; and determine what additional information or 
research is required to deepen the investigation or complete the task. 

 

 


