
SAMPLE STRATEGIES FOR DISCUSSION 

 

Discovery and participation in discussion-based classes manifest a set of learned skills. The strategies listed here offer 
teachers various ways to initiate and foster those skills. 

 
 

Setting a tone: 
 

It is important that, from the outset, the students and their knowledge be at the center of the class 
dynamic. These strategies give students guidelines for class as well as suggesting to them their central 
position in the learning process. 

 
● Include in the first day’s course information your expectations for class participation. 

 
● Have name cards ready for students to fill out; complete one for yourself as well. Use these tags 

as the class gets to know itself. Encourage students to address one another and to credit each 
other’s ideas by name. 

 
● Invite students on the first day to compose a list of strategies and guidelines that they think are 

essential for fruitful and constructive discussion; you might even copy the resulting list onto a 
bookmark to which students may refer during class. 

 
 

Entering the discussion: 
 

It is important to a successful discussion that all students be involved. These strategies include tasks 
that students can prepare ahead of time and that ensure that all voices at the table, or in the circle, 
will be heard in any given class. 

 
● Have the students prepare discussion questions and, once in class, write them on the board. 

 
● Present vocabulary words chosen by students from the assigned reading. 

 
● Have students read journal entries aloud to whole class or to a classmate. Invite students to pick 

one entry as a starting point for discussion. 
 
● Have the students spend first 10-15 minutes of class writing a response to the previous night’s 

homework. Subsequently, have them pass their responses two classmates to the left, then read 
what they receive. Repeat until the students have read a significant portion of the other students’ 
responses. Begin discussion with one or another reaction to what they have read. 

 
● In a content-driven class (History, perhaps) where there is a great deal of essential “information” 

in one reading, formulate a list on the board and have different students explain each item ("in 
50 words or less"). In the ensuing discussion, you will be able to evaluate the students’ level of 
understanding and possible areas of confusion as they supplement and refine the list. 

 
● Have one-third of the class write a 10-15 sentence reaction to the reading every day. Start class 

by asking several students to read their reactions, and have discussion move on from there. 
 
● Use discussion to prepare for writing a paper. First have students meet in groups of 2-3, with 

each group looking for evidence on a particular component of the reading (e.g.: political, 



military, religious, economic, thematic, metaphoric). Then bring students together for a full class 
discussion in which they comment on the general topics and their nuances from their differing 
areas "of expertise." 

 
● Have students prepare written discussion questions for class and write them (one each) on the 

board at the beginning of class. Discuss the nature of the questions, or invite the students to 
choose one for a journal response, or simply move to discussion by asking students to work 
through the questions they see as most important. 

 
● Model sitting forward at the table. Students tend to sit back if the teacher does, lessening the 

likelihood of full engagement in the discussion. (In the ideal or advanced class, your posture 
should be irrelevant.) 

 
 
Emphasizing listening: 

 
Listening is the skill that students easily overlook and have trouble learning, but it is essential for a 
successful discussion. These strategies give students ways to focus on listening, as over against 
speaking. 

 
● Designate a student as class scribe, one who is to take notes on class discussion. Type notes up 

and present to class in first 10 minutes of the next meeting. 
 
● Issue “interruption tickets,” slips of paper or poker chips that must be “paid” to the table if a 

speaker interrupts another. Any student who spends all the interruptions must listen silently until 
all students have used their chips, or until the class is over. 

 
● Designate a student as recorder/diagramer. This exercise is good any time, but can be 

particularly helpful to a student who has not been able to find a way to participate comfortably. 
 
● Have student keep track of any over-used “filler” word (e.g.: “like”) and report usage to the class. 
● Require a “chatty” or potentially domineering student to listen to contributions from at least 

three different classmates before speaking again. 
 
● At a given point, or transition, ask class to collaborate on a summary of comments, direction of 

discussion, who said what. 
 
 
Using physical arrangements: 

 
The physical set-up of the classroom contributes greatly to the dynamic of discussion. Chairs 
arranged in a circle or at a round or oval table make it possible for everyone to see each other and 
almost impossible for anyone to “hide.” The arrangement also suggests an equality of voices. 

 
● Encourage students to change seats every now and then so that the "elbow hoverers" who never 

speak must actually face the teacher on a regular basis. In a discussion-based class, disrupting the 
structure and patterns of student and teacher configuration compels students to adapt to new 
neighbors, new perspectives.  Comfort and regularity can breed monotony. 



Keeping quiet: 
 

A major challenge in discussion-based teaching is modulating the authoritative voice of the teacher. These strategies may 
help you combat the natural tendency the students have to listen for, and to, your voice. 

 
● Invite students to take responsibility, to be clear when they change subjects in the flow of discussion, rather 

than looking to you to clarify transitions. 
 
● When the class has gained its own dynamic and degree of familiarity, sit away from the table on occasion, or outside 

the circle. Say to the students that you understand how much more demanding your absence may be but that you 
think they are up to the challenge. 

 
● Tell the students that you are the scribe/recorder of the day and will make every effort to be quiet and listen to their 

thoughts; leave time at the end of the class to summarize those thoughts and show them the diagram you make of the 
class. It’s refreshing sometimes to free yourself from content and record the statistical aspects of discussion, the 
patterns of address and response. 

 
● Gesture to the rest of the table when a student seems to have eye contact only for you. 

Occasionally, say something like: “Are you talking to Camilla who just spoke? Then look at her, not me.” Though 
students address the teacher, they are, at times, addressing the class through you. 

 
 

Evaluating: 
 

Evaluating student performance in discussion is important in this pedagogy, but it is a challenging task. These strategies 
may help you and your students keep this component of their overall performance conspicuously in mind. 

 
● Keep a running "grade" of “plus,” “check,” or “minus” for class participation. Enter daily or occasionally by going 

through the class roster in your grade book right after class. 
 
● At mid-term give students a written indication of where they stand in discussion work. This indication might be no 

more than a check along a line, ranging from Excellent to Needs Improvement. Also give individual students a 
checklist of strategies they might use to improve. 

 
● Around mid-term or at any time you think necessary, set aside assignment and class time for students to evaluate 

their experience in discussion both individually and collectively. 
 
● Include class participation in your grading system, and address it in student evaluation comment slips. 

 


