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Resource Guide 

Fostering Discussion in Face-to-Face Classes 

Many instructors rely on discussion as a central component of their classroom practice. For 

many, facilitating effective discussions can be intuitive. They seem always to know just how to 

draw students out, connect students’ ideas (even seemingly disparate ones), and discussion to 

achieve their learning goals. For others, the task is more challenging. Depending on the 

students and the course and the instructor’s own comfort level, class discussions can fall flat or 

fail to achieve the intended learning. Students may remain passive or unengaged. They may 

want to participate, but find their peers have already expressed the ideas they wanted to 

share. For students who come from different educational cultures and/or whose primary 

language is not English, the pace of discussions can be challenging. Even in cases where the 

discussion feels energetic, where students seem actively engaged, it can sometimes be difficult 

for students to know what the discussion was meant to teach. Below are four small steps to 

help you foster more meaningful discussions in face-to-face classes. 

 Identify the purpose of discussion: When the purpose is merely “to discuss,” students 

may find it difficult to know where/how to enter a discussion. Without a clear purpose, 

instructors may find it difficult to turn discussing into learning. Before beginning a class 

discussion, identify what you want the discussion to accomplish: to reveal multiple and 

diverse responses to or interpretations of assigned readings?  To help students 

formulate creative approaches to solving a common problem? If the purpose of a 

discussion is to test students’ knowledge (or to find out if they read), students may be 

less likely to engage. If the purpose is to explore unfamiliar ideas, generate solutions to 

problems, or compare interpretations or experiences, the discussion is more likely to 

fuel itself as it unfolds. Having a clear purpose – and naming that purpose explicitly for 

students – can lead to richer, more learning-focused class discussions. 
 

 Invite students to reflect briefly before beginning the discussion: Before opening the 

discussion to verbal contributions, ask students to jot down a few ideas about the topic 

or possible responses to questions posed. Quiet time allows students to process their 

thinking, reflect critically on the topic, and formulate the words to convey their ideas. 

The strategy is helpful for students whose primary language is not English, for students 

who are more introverted, and for many others. It creates more equitable discussion 

environments by not rewarding the first person to raise a hand, and it can lead to 

deeper, more complex thinking, since students can reflect critically before speaking (as 

opposed to saying the first thing that comes to mind). 
 

 Ask “open” questions: When preparing to lead a class discussion, write out your 

qu� ahead �. Then, consider whether the qu� are “open”  (that is, 

inviting discussion) or “closed” (that is, more likely to lead to single-word or fact-based 
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responses). Questions that invite single-word or fact-based responses are less likely to 

generate discussion than those that have multiple possible answers. If discussion is 

important to you, focus more on why and how questions. Such questions invite complex 

perhaps even conflicting responses, and fuel discussion rather than closing it down. 
 

 Start smaller: Many people feel more comfortable talking with one other person 

before contributing to a full-class discussion.  Often referred to as “think/pair/share,” 
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