Structuring Whole Class Discussions

The challenge with whole class discussions is the tendency for the most verbal students to dominate the discussions. This, in turn, reinforces passivity in other students and does not give an accurate reading of whole class comprehension and engagement. Here are some alternatives to “hands up” classroom discussions:

1) Ensure that all students have the chance to speak before anyone responds twice.
2) Reorganize the seating plan often. Use flexible grouping often. Move away from all students facing the teacher toward students facing each other or centering around an item of interest. 
3) Check for understanding. Ask students to indicate their understanding with one to five fingers or invite them to use coloured cards to indicate their comfort with the information and discussion.
4) Allow reluctant participants to prepare a response. The day before a class discussion, write a question or prompt on a card and give it to a student who has trouble formulating oral responses quickly.
5) Ask students to find a spot on the line. Set up an opinion line and invite students to choose a position on the line that indicates their degree of agreement or disagreement. Ask students at various places on the continuum to present arguments in support of their opinion. “Taking a stand” invites more students to participate.
6) Ask students to choose a response from a list of possibilities (A,B,C,D, etc). Assign a corner to each response possibility and have students go to the corner that represents their choice. Whoever is in each corner prepares a statement of their position to share. This method uncovers misconceptions.
7) Set up a fishbowl (mini discussion with whole class audience). This involves posing a question, waiting for a few seconds to promote thinking, and then naming three or four students who will address the question. Do not intervene. Allow the conversation to develop. This increases student dialogue and teaches students to listen to each other.
8) Use a numbered head strategy. Divide students into groups and assign each member their own number. When asking for responses from groups, call out a number and that student will present the group’s opinion. Be sure to provide time for all students within the group to discuss their views and knowledge and prepare an answer.
9) Use class meetings. Be sure to clarify the conventions of running a meeting. Students then draw up the agenda, chair the discussion, record the events and thoughts that emerge and provide feedback on the process. 
