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Tips for Teaching with Discussions 

Preparing 
• Create a comfortable environment; encourage students to express different points of view and to “think 

out loud.” 
• Get to know your students and the skills and perspectives they bring to the discussions. 
• Develop ground rules or guidelines for participation to ensure that discussions are respectful. 
• Explain the expectations for discussions at the outset and communicate to students the importance of 

discussion to their learning and success in the course. 
• Design clear objectives for each discussion and a structure that will allow you to meet those objectives. 
• Plan questions and activities that will prepare students to discuss; try to incorporate multiple methods such 

as group work and short lectures. 

Facilitating 
• Provide a structure. For example, write an outline or guiding questions on the board at the start of class. 
• Use the chalkboard or SMART board throughout the class to record key points, ideas, and questions. 
• Ask follow-up questions that prompt students to speak with one another, not just to respond to you. 
• Create a balance between controlling the flow of the discussion and letting students speak. 
• Show respect for all questions and comments; use verbal and non-verbal cues to encourage participation; 

integrate student questions and contributions back into the discussion. 
• Try not to answer your own questions. Be willing to pause and wait for students to think before answering. 

Assessing 
• Leave time at the end of the class to summarize key points from the discussion. 
• After class, jot down a few brief notes on what went well, and what you might change the next time.  

Common Mistakes to Avoid  
1. Talking too much; answering your own questions or asking more than one question in quick 

succession. 
2. Asking too many questions that are “closed,” or that have only one correct answer.  
3. Letting the discussion become a one-on-one conversation or debate with one student.  
4. Attempting to lead a discussion in a large class with the same strategies that work in a small class.  
5. Asking a student to speak for or represent a group of people, especially if that group is in the minority 

in the class or at the university. 
6. Letting a small number of talkative students dominate the discussion. 
7. Assuming that quiet students do not have questions or comments.  
8. Assuming that students are able to discern, understand, and remember the most important ideas 

generated in the discussion, without the opportunity to summarize or take notes. 
9. Expecting students who are new to a topic to discuss it at the same level as students who have already 

studied the topic in depth or who are intellectually more mature. 
10. Failing to redirect students back to the ideas at hand when the discussion strays off topic, or when the 

discussion on a single topic goes on too long.  
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