Tips for Discussion Leaders

Discussion leaders are responsible for preparing a set of open-ended questions to stimulate discussion and help their classmates demonstrate an understanding of the assigned readings.  You'll find that others generally enjoy sharing their ideas and opinions, especially if you create an environment in which those ideas and opinions are treated with interest and respect.  You may use whatever methods you deem effective to lead the discussion, including bringing in outside sources of information.  However, since the purpose of the assignment is to engaged all members of the class in a lively discussion of the assigned readings, outside material should not dominate your presentation. 

Some of the things you'll want to think about when preparing questions:

· Think of questions that need more than a yes or no answer.

· Don't ask purely informational questions (i.e. What year did X happen?)

· Engage the text (but don't get bogged down in details).  Think about big questions like:

· What do unfamiliar terms in the text mean?

· What is the author trying to convince you is true? (i.e. What is his or her thesis?)

· What is the author’s evidence?  How good is that evidence?

· What do you find most convincing?  Least convincing?

· If there is more than one reading, how do the readings agree or disagree?  Which one is more believable?

· Are there any connections we can make between the readings and the other - issues the class has discussed?

Once you've prepared the list of questions you want to ask, you'll need to meet with me at least 2 days before the scheduled discussion so we can go over your agenda.

Some things you'll want to think about when running the discussion:

· Don't be flustered by silence, wait and give people a chance to think.  Rephrase a troubling question, especially if you are sure the group knows the answer.

· Probe and follow-up answers, ask for explanations, and don't be afraid to move away from the questions you have prepared.

· Pursue diversity in answers, there is often more than one "right" interpretation of a significant text.

· Don't be offended if someone asks a question.  Invite the class to help answer the question.  Redirect questions that seem to take the discussion off track.

· Help your classmates do well in the discussion.  Call on the silent members of the group and give them a chance to join the discourse.

· Shift questions away from the overly talkative.  Don't let them overpower the other participants.

· Don't put down answers.  Be civil and courteous to everyone in the group.
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