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TEACHING WITH DISCUSSION 
 

Techniques for Meaningful Discussions with Students 
 

The structure of a discussion session is going to be defined by its purpose(s). The following are 
intended to be some recommended techniques you can use in your own class-based discussions; they 
are not necessarily mutually exclusive in terms of how they are presented here (prepared vs 
unprepared discussions). Instead, they are some suggested ways you may foster lively and respectful 
discussions in your classes  
 
1) PREPARED CONVERSATIONS: 
 
How can I help students prepare for a discussion? 
 

• Ask students to prepare questions based on the readings  

• Ask students to prepare what they think is the meta-message of a reading 

• Give students 3-4 questions on a particular reading(s); ask them to prepare their 
answers  

 
Prepared discussions:  

� Work best if the discussion is going to be based on material (e.g., readings(s); a film; 
artwork) 

� Can be assigned to each student in the class, or to students working in pairs or groups  
� Be sure to give this preparation information to students before you meet for the 

discussion  
� Works well if the discussion is going to be online 

 
 
How can I, the instructor, begin and lead a discussion? 
 

• Ask each student to share the questions they prepared with the class  

• Ask each student to share their meta-messages with the class 

• Ask each student to share their answers to your questions with the class 

• You can group answers/questions/meta-messages according to themes --- then open 
up the discussion to the whole class (around these themes) 

• You can pose a question on the reading that requires students to respond using a 
Clicker (part of a Classroom Response System) 

• Pose a counter/controversial question --- ask students for their thoughts and reactions 
to your question based on the materials they had to prepare from for this discussion  
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2) UNPREPARED CONVERSATIONS 
 
Sometimes my discussions are not going to be prepared…what can I do to get it started? 
 

• Ask for student questions  

• Pair students (or divide students into groups) to discuss between (or among) 
themselves a question you give them 

• Pose a question to the class; give students a few minutes to write down an answer 

• Run a “brainstorming” session –  
o ask students for keywords from the materials 
o ask students for key themes from the materials 
o ask students about areas of confusion OR things they really do understand 

• Ask students to share a personal experience related to the topic you are going to be 
discussing  

• Pose a controversial question (e.g., a thesis in contradiction to what you had students 
read) 

• Divide the class in half and have one half will present the argument “for” something; 
the other half will present the argument “against” the same something 

 
Unprepared discussions: 

� Work well if the discussion is going to be based on material (e.g., readings(s); a film; 
artwork; a shared experience – such as a fieldtrip or slide show) or if it is more “off-
the-cuff” (e.g., an impromptu class discussion on an important piece of news from the 
previous day) 

� Can be assigned to each student in the class, or to students working in pairs or groups  
� Also works well if the discussion is going to be online 

 

 

Notes: 
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It’s one thing to get a discussion started…how do I keep it going? 

 

• Arrange the classroom seating to promote discussion 

• Encourage everyone to learn each others’ names 

• Allow the class time to “warm up” before you launch into a discussion 

• Limit your own comments 

• Make sure each student contributes something to the discussion within the first 10 – 15 
minutes 

• Mix it up!  
o Vary the purpose and structure of your class discussion 

o Vary the questions/comments you pose to link students’ comments and 
contributions 

• Listen carefully to what students say 

• Use nonverbal cues to encourage participation and maintain the flow 

• Be comfortable with silence 

• Discourage students who monopolize the discussion 

• Encourage quieter students to contribute 

• Praise correct answers; tactfully correct wrong answers  

• Keep the discussion focused --- bring it back to the key issues 

• Prevent the discussion from deteriorating into a heated argument 

• Bring closure to the discussion 

• End the discussion by asking students to write down a question that is uppermost in their 
minds 

 

 

Notes: 
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Troubleshooting! What to do if… 

 

 

 

 

What if… Try this 

The students are silent or 
unprepared. 

• Count to 10 to allow time for students to process the 
question. 

• Ask students to take 5 minutes and review a piece of the 
text that you think is especially important to work 
through. 

• Have students take a few minutes to remember the 
reading and brainstorm some questions that they had 
while reading. 

• Take a moment to have students ask questions, and write 
them on the board so that you can cover the most 
important material first. 

Students rely too much on 
the facilitator to lead the 
discussion. 

• Give yourself the role of note taker, and let the class 
know that for x amount of time, you will be taking notes 
about the discussion and not be involved in the 
discussion. 

Students rely too much on 
the facilitator to answer 
tough questions. 

• Answer their questions with questions. Examples are: 

o  “That is an interesting point” (rephrase the question) 

o “Can anyone answer this question?”  

o “If you were alone in a library, how do you think you 
could arrive at an answer to that question?”  

o “How did you arrive at that question? Does the 
knowledge you have that lead to the question also help 
answer the question?” 

Students make negative 
comments about another 
student’s question or 
comment. 

• Let the students know that everyone has different 
opinions and there is no one right answer. 

• Also, let them know that there is no room in the 
discussion for negative comments, and that they should 
reform their comments as a proper disagreement with the 
point of view, or not make any comment at all. 

• Let the “picked on” student know that the question was 
not stupid. Try to turn the discussion around to that topic 
if it applied to the discussion, or let that student know 
that you will be happy to talk with him outside of class if 
the question is not related to the discussion.  


