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Facilitating Classroom Discussion Breakout Group 

One of the vexing issues to deal with when working with students in the STV 250 labs is overcoming 
their somewhat problematic spatial arrangements. Students may be back-to-back, obscured by computer 
monitors, or feel a special affinity for one particular seat, a seat that they have claimed as theirs. How do 
we, as instructors, facilitate conversation in which all students can take part in as a classroom 
community? 

You can always get students to form group clusters by moving their chairs around the classroom or even 
forming a circle if space permits. Thinking critically about how to make the lab space work for you 
instead of against you is key. 

The following activities, some of which have been suggested to me by other (wise and learned) 
instructors, serve distinct pedagogical purposes—to jump-start discussion, get students away from the 
computers, and/or give all students the opportunity to participate in discussion.  

• Think/Pair/Share—The instructor provides students with some sort of free-writing opportunity. 
Students write individually, in response to the prompt. Students then discuss their free-write with 
one other student. Then, students are given the chance to share their free-write with the entire 
class. 

Rationale: Some students may want to participate in class, but may not feel comfortable 
presenting their thoughts/ideas to everyone. This activity allows those students to share in a 
“safer” environment, in a one-on-one situation. 
 

• Two Cents; or Penny for Your Thoughts—The instructor provides students with two pennies. 
The instructor can then facilitate discussion through a prompt of some sort. Each student has two 
opportunities (no more, no less) to share two thoughts/ideas with the class.  
 
Rationale: This activity gives everyone in the class a chance to talk. This deters the “talkers” 
from monopolizing the conversation. 
 

• Mum’s the Word—The instructor provides a prompt of some sort to the class and then should 
remain silent while others discuss their thoughts/ideas with each other. The instructor should 
only jump in if they need to provide more questions to stimulate the discussion. 
 
Rationale: It seems that students often take instructor’s opinion as something that cannot be 
questioned or complicated. This activity gives students the freedom to explore topics without the 
instructor’s help. (Sometimes even instructors can monopolize the conversation! J)  
 

• Bombs Away!—The instructor brings a small stuffed animal or a small, soft ball to class. The 
instructor then tosses the animal or ball to a student, signaling that this student should contribute 
to the conversation. This student then tosses the animal or ball to another student. This can 
continue until everyone has the opportunity to talk. 



 
Rationale: This activity allows students to be more active, which can sometimes stimulate 
conversation.  
 

• Stand Up-Sit Down—The instructor asks everyone to stand. Ask each student to contribute to 
the classroom conversation (perhaps a response to a reading, research activity, homework, etc.). 
After speaking, the student can sit down. 
 
Rationale: This activity allows students to be more active, which can sometimes stimulate 
conversation. It also requires everyone to contribute to the conversation. 
 

• Devil’s Advocate—The instructor plans to introduce a potentially controversial or problematic 
topic or material (perhaps through youtube videos or online material) in classroom conversation. 
The instructor can quietly ask a few students before class (or this can be a request made through 
email) to take on a special role—devil’s advocate—in class that day. The students’ roles are to 
complicate, disagree, or question what other students may say during classroom conversation. 
 
Rationale: This activity allows the students taking the devil’s advocate to feel like valued 
members of the classroom. Also, this activity gives students the opportunity to engage in debate, 
while exploring how ideologies and viewpoints may differ from their own. 
 

• Luck of the Draw—The instructor brings two decks of cards to class. (Make sure to separate the 
decks so that you have a card for each student plus its duplicate from the second deck.) The 
instructor (or perhaps a student) gives the class a prompt or asks for a response to homework, 
activity, etc. Each student draws a card from the first deck. Then, the instructor (or a student) 
draws a card from the second deck. If the two of hearts (or Jack of spades or whatever) is drawn, 
then the student that has that from the first deck should contribute to the conversation. 
 
Rationale: This activity is driven by chance/luck. Some activities may make students feel 
singled out if they are chosen to speak. 
  

• They Say/I Say—Modeling Graff and Berkenstein’s “rules” for academic writing, discuss how 
there are certain rhetorical “rules” for classroom conversation. Ask students to make a criteria 
list for classroom discussion and attempt to follow the criteria list during each discussion 
activity. Discuss why these “rules” are in place and what happens if we break them, or even if we 
should follow them in certain situations. Put simply, discuss how the genre of classroom 
discussion works in the FYC classroom. 
 
Rationale: This activity draws from and reflects the genre studies approach we use in ENG 101. 
Thinking critically about classroom discussion as a genre could help students begin to analyze 
other, perhaps more unfamiliar, genres. 

 
*If I forgot to include any activities that were mentioned by other instructors during this session, please 
forgive me!* 


