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ENCOURAGING EFFECTIVE DISCUSSION FROM THE FIRST DAY OF 

CLASS 

There is little doubt of the benefits associated with classroom discussion.  In fact, discussion is one of the 

most touted and applied teaching strategies in higher education (Dallimore et al., 2004).   Effective 

discussions can: 

 increase the learner’s understanding of the subject 

matter;  

 promote the development of effective 

communication, active listening, and presentation 

skills;  

 encourage a deep appreciation for diverse points of 

view;  and,  

 enhance each learner’s confidence in their ability to embrace both the subject matter and the 

learning process.  

Discussion Norms 

One of the most productive strategies for encouraging effective 

group discussion in any classroom setting is to establish group 

norms.   Brookfield (2006,  pg.124) recommends using a “Critical 

Incident Approach” where students are asked to establish these 

norms based on their personal reflections of the characteristics 

associated with their best and worst past discussion experiences.  

The groups are then asked for a list of things that they could do to ensure that the positive 

characteristics exist, and the negative characteristics are avoided, thus forming a starting point to a set 

of common ground rules for future class discussions.  

Shared Expectations  

It is important to set the stage early by ensuring that everyone 

participates in the first class discussion.  McKeachie and Svinicki 

(2006, pg.24) encourage instructors to not only carefully review 

the course objectives with the students at the start of the 

semester, but to involve them in the process of evaluating these 

objectives based on their shared expectations, by asking the 

following questions: 

 What have you heard about this course? 

“A good discussion in one that 

leaves issues open for further 

inquiry and in which as many 

questions are raised as are 

answered” (Brookfield, 2006, pg. 

119). 

“Students should feel that you 

are genuinely interested in what 

they have to contribute” 

(McKeachie and Svinicki, 2006, 

pg. 24). 

What are the characteristics of an 

effective discussion, and how can 

we ensure that these are present 

within this learning environment? 
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 What do you hope to learn from this course? 

 What are your expectations for this course? 

 What are your expectations of me as an instructor? 

 What are your expectations of yourself as a learner? 

At this time, learners may be most comfortable contributing in small groups (3-5 people) prior to 

convening in an open class discussion (this strategy also helps encourage some level of participation 

from everyone in larger classes). The instructor then summarizes and lists common responses.  By 

having been asked for their contribution, learners become actively engaged in the importance of the 

syllabus and the purposeful organization and structure of the course content.  

The goal of any good classroom discussion is to increase learning and self-confidence.  To an instructor 

devoted to the expectation of an inspiring and engaging discussion, silence can be both intimidating and 

threatening. However, an effective discussion requires time for personal thought. Many authors 

emphasize the importance of providing time for students to think individually and to record some 

thoughts after posing a question for discussion (e.g. Davis, 1993; Brookfield, 1995; McKeachie and 

Svinicki, 2006).  This time can be enormously valuable in developing learners’ confidence and clarity in 

their knowledge, thoughts and ideas.  In smaller seminar settings, it may be appropriate to pose 

questions for discussion prior to class via email so that the learners come prepared for conversation. The 

“think-pair-share” technique, where students record some thoughts, pair up with another student to 

discuss their thoughts, and then share their collaborative ideas with the rest of the class may also work 

well.  

Facilitating Discussion 

The learning environment is in constant flux; what works one class may not constitute success in the 

next. To promote effective discussion, we must strive to adapt to the ever-changing classroom 

environment.  Dallimore et al. (2004) suggest students are encouraged to actively participate in 

classroom discussions when: participation is graded; the learners’ ideas and experiences are 

incorporated into the discussion; the facilitation is active; effective questions are asked; the classroom 

environment is supportive; and the instructor provides both 

positive and constructive feedback.   

In reference to their role in classroom discussions, Sautter 

(2007, pg. 124) states, “The most important role of the 

instructor  is one of shaping student behavior so that the 

students learn how to continuously improve in developing 

critical thought processes and well-constructed arguments.” 

Based on the recommendations provided by Davis (1993); 

Dallimore et al. (2004); McKeachie and Svinicki (2006);  Brookfield (2006); and,  Sautter (2007) an 

effective facilitator:  

“It is one thing to recognize the 

benefit of engaging students in 

discussion yet quite another to 

master the skills necessary to 

effectively facilitate discussion” 

(Dallimore et al., 2004, pg. 104). 
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 sets shared-expectations for democratic and quality participation and encourages input from all 

learners during discussions;  

 states a clear goal which outlines the purpose for each discussion;  

 purposefully avoids the temptation to respond to every comment, and encourages the learners 

to develop confidence in both their own ideas and their ability to respond to each other;   

 provides balanced feedback, by positively acknowledging insightful questions and points of 

discussion and identifying possible areas for improvement;   

 involves the learner in evaluating the discussion, “How did it go?” “What are some areas for 

improvement in terms of quality, contribution, participation and facilitation?” 

 varies the complexity of the questions asked to encourage different levels of thinking and that 

are, “…phrased somewhat broadly to challenge the students to take an active role in identifying 

concepts relevant to the discussion” (Sautter, 2007, pg. 124);  

 openly acknowledges that differences of opinion enrich discussion, diffuses excessive tension, 

and suggests points of clarification when needed;  

 is prepared to use a variety of methods of delivery (e.g. open discussion, brainstorming, small 

focus groups, pairing); and,  

 takes notes of key points and allows time for a collaborative summary such that everyone has 

time to assess and synthesize the information presented and discussed.  

Instructors are often faced with the challenge of engaging 

students in the process of learning as well as the content of their 

learning, “…good education is always more process than 

product” (Palmer, 1998, pg. 94).  An inclusive and democratic 

discussion can inspire critical thinking, shared learning, and a 

deep appreciation and understanding of the course subject 

matter.  
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“At the heart of discussion is the 

open and unpredictable creation of 

meanings through collaborative 

inquiry” (Brookfield, 2006, pg. 129). 


