Keys to Successful Discussions in the Classroom 
One way to categorize discussions is according to the extent to which they engage participants (interesting) and lead to useful outcomes (productive).  As you plan for your discussion sessions, consider the following characteristics:
Boring and non-productive discussions: 
· Clear goals have not been set or do not emerge 

· Discussion structure and ground rules have not been clearly established or communicated 

· The facilitator and participants are not adequately prepared, motivated, or are close-minded 

· The discussion topic is inappropriate (too-limited, too difficult, too broad) 

· The discussion lacks challenge or spontaneity 

· The pace is too rushed or too slow 

Boring but productive discussions: 
· The facilitator determines the topic, content, tasks, and pace of the discussion 

· The topic is of little interest to participants 

· The discussion topic is too easy, reviews simple material 

· The discussion is dominated by a few individuals 

Interesting but non-productive discussions: 
· The discussion strays too far off topic 

· Participants’ desire to be funny becomes contagious and distracting 

· It becomes a “non-winnable debate” leading to increased polarization of different viewpoints 

· External interruptions break the continuity 

· Time constraints do not allow adequate coverage of an interesting issue 

· The facilitator loses control of the discussion 

Interesting and productive discussions: 

· The facilitator and participants trust each other
· The facilitator and participants are well-prepared and highly motivated 
· The participants engage in a high level of critical and creative thinking 
· The facilitator allows the participants to “do” the learning 
· The facilitator and/or participants summarize the discussion outcomes effectively 
Adapted from James Eison, University of South Florida - “Leading Discussions Skillfully,” January 2003
