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Listen to this post as a podcast: 

When I worked with student teachers on developing effective lesson plans, one thing I 
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only ever been familiar with a few myself. But when teachers began contacting me recently 
asking for a more comprehensive list, I knew it was time to do some serious research. 

So here they are: 15 formats for structuring a class discussion to make it more engaging, 
more organized, more equitable, and more academically challenging. If you’ve struggled to 
find effective ways to develop students’ speaking and listening skills, this is your lucky day. 

I’ve separated the strategies into three groups. The first batch contains the higher-prep 
strategies
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Basic Structure: A statement that has two possible responses—agree or disagree—is read 
out loud. Depending on whether they agree or disagree with this statement, students move 
to one side of the room or the other. From that spot, students take turns defending their 
positions. 

Variations: Often a Philosophical Chairs debate will be based around a text or group of 
texts students have read ahead of time; students are required to cite textual evidence to 
support their claims and usually hold the texts in their hands during the discussion. Some 
teachers set up one hot seat to represent each side, and students must take turns in the 
seat. In less formal variations (which require less prep), a teacher may simply read 
provocative statements students are likely to disagree on, and a debate can occur 
spontaneously without a text to refer to (I call this variation This or That in my classroom 
icebreakers post). Teachers may also opt to offer a continuum of choices, ranging from 
“Strongly Agree” on one side of the room, all the way to “Strongly Disagree” on the other, 
and have students place themselves along that continuum based on the strength of their 
convictions. 

PINWHEEL DISCUSSION > 

Basic Structure: Students are divided into 4 groups. Three of these groups are assigned to 
represent specific points of view. Members of the fourth group are designated 
as “provocateurs,” tasked with making sure the discussion keeps going and stays 
challenging. One person from each group (the “speaker”) sits in a desk facing speakers from 
the other groups, so they form a square in the center of the room. Behind each speaker, the 
remaining group members are seated: two right behind the speaker, then three behind 
them, and so on, forming a kind of triangle. From above, this would look like a pinwheel. 
The four speakers introduce and discuss questions they prepared ahead of time (this 
preparation is done with their groups). After some time passes, new students rotate from 
the seats behind the speaker into the center seats and continue the conversation. 

Variations: When high school English teacher Sarah Brown Wessling introduced this 
strategy in the featured video (click Pinwheel Discussion above), she used it as a device for 
talking about literature, where each group represented a different author, plus one 
provocateur group. But in the comments that follow the video, Wessling adds that she also 
uses the strategy with non-fiction, where students represent authors of different non-
fiction texts or are assigned to take on different perspectives about an issue. 

SOCRATIC SEMINAR > 

a.k.a. Socratic Circles 

Basic Structure: Students prepare by reading a text or group of texts and writing some 
higher-order discussion questions about the text. On seminar day, students sit in a 
circle and an introductory, open-ended question is posed by the teacher or student 
discussion leader. From there, students continue the conversation, prompting one another 
to support their claims with textual evidence. There is no particular order to how students 
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speak, but they are encouraged to respectfully share the floor with others. Discussion is 
meant to happen naturally and students do not need to raise their hands to speak. 
This overview of Socratic Seminar from the website Facing History and Ourselves provides a 
list of appropriate questions, plus more information about how to prepare for a seminar. 

Variations: If students are beginners, the teacher may write the discussion questions, or 
the question creation can be a joint effort. For larger classes, teachers may need to set up 
seminars in more of a fishbowl-like arrangement, dividing students into one inner circle 
that will participate in the discussion, and one outer circle that silently observes, takes 
notes, and may eventually trade places with those in the inner circle, sometimes all at once, 
and sometimes by “tapping in” as the urge strikes them. 

LOW-PREP DISCUSSION STRATEGIES 

AFFINITY MAPPING > 

a.k.a. Affinity Diagramming 

Basic Structure: Give students a broad question or problem that is likely to result in lots of 
different ideas, such as “What were the impacts of the Great Depresssion?” or 
“What literary works should every person read?” Have students generate responses by 
writing ideas on post-it notes (one idea per note) and placing them in no particular 
arrangement on a wall, whiteboard, or chart paper. Once lots of ideas have been generated, 
have students begin grouping them into similar categories, then label the categories and 
discuss why the ideas fit within them, how the categories relate to one another, and so on. 

Variations: Some teachers have students do much of this exercise—recording their ideas 
and arranging them into categories—without talking at first. In other variations, 
participants are asked to re-combine the ideas into new, different categories after the first 
round of organization occurs. Often, this activity serves as a good pre-writing exercise, after 
which students will write some kind of analysis or position paper. 

CONCENTRIC CIRCLES > 

a.k.a. Speed Dating 

Basic Structure: Students form two circles, one inside circle and one outside circle. Each 
student on the inside is paired with a student on the outside; they face each other. The 
teacher poses a question to the whole group and pairs discuss their responses with each 
other. Then the teacher signals students to rotate: Students on the outside circle move one 
space to the right so they are standing in front of a new person (or sitting, as they are in the 
video). Now the teacher poses a new question, and the process is repeated. 

Variations: Instead of two circles, students could also form two straight lines facing one 
another. Instead of “rotating” to switch partners, one line just slides over one spot, and the 
leftover person on the end comes around to the beginning of the line. Some teachers use 
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this strategy to have students teach one piece of content to their fellow students, making it 
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questions from the class all together and interacting with one another like guests on a TV 
talk show. 

  



SNOWBALL DISCUSSION > 

a.k.a. Pyramid Discussion 

Basic Structure: Students begin in pairs, responding to a discussion question only with a 
single partner. After each person has had a chance to share their ideas, the pair joins 
another pair, creating a group of four. Pairs share their ideas with the pair they just joined. 
Next, groups of four join together to form groups of eight, and so on, until the whole class is 
joined up in one large discussion. 

Variations: This structure could simply be used to share ideas on a topic, or students could 
be required to reach consensus every time they join up with a new group. 

ONGOING DISCUSSION STRATEGIES 

Whereas the other formats in t
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doesn’t have to move at a super-fast pace, and it gives students who may be reluctant to 
speak up or who process their thoughts more slowly a chance to fully contribute. For a 
deeper discussion of how this kind of tool can be used, read this thoughtful overview of 
using backchannel discussions in the classroom by Edutopia’s Beth Holland. 

TALK MOVES > 

a.k.a. Accountable Talk 

Talk moves are sentence frames we supply to our students that help
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TWO MORE YOU’LL LOVE 

Since writing this post, I have learned about two more discussion strategies that teachers 
are finding to be incredibly effective and powerful for getting students to talk, especially 
about books and other texts: 

THE TQE METHOD > 

This protocol has students come up with their own Thoughts, lingering Questions, 
and Epiphanies from an assigned reading. Teachers who have used this method say it has 
generated some of the richest conversations they have ever heard from students!
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