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Using Discussion to Enhance Learning and Build 
Community
Most students have experienced trying to persuade a sibling, friend, parent, or other 
adult of their point of view or opinion on an issue. They’ve learned that success is 
more likely when they are respectful in presenting their ideas, allow the audience 
to comfortably listen and question them, listen carefully to audience points of dis-
agreement, answer and clarify confusions, and provide strong logical reasons for 
their thinking. Since we can’t expect to always convince an audience, we also need 
to concede graciously, respectfully agreeing to disagree. Effective discussions provide 
a structure for comfortable challenge and respectful debate of ideas; they increase 
appreciation for different perspectives and background knowledge. This polite argu-
mentation allows practice of democratic behaviors and extends thinking on the topic 
(Nussbaum, 2002). In this case, argumentation refers to statements designed to con-
vince others of one’s view or opinion; strong arguments include reasons.

The same is true when making and sharing connections made with text read or 
heard. Readers accept or argue with points made by an author. While reading, stu-
dents take notes that become the grist for thoughtful connections as well as points 
of disagreement. An open exchange of ideas in the classroom allows the expression of 
alternatives. Discussion is a vehicle for sharing understandings gained during individ-
ual or collaborative close reading (Beers & Probst, 2013). Students learn and practice 
the art of effective discussion, using it as a tool for thinking, learning, and building 
interpersonal skills. Figures 5.4 and 5.5 provide examples of discussion anchor charts. 
Students frequently refer to them, self-monitoring that such principles and suggested 
language for effective, respectful interactions are applied. 

Discussion Protocol 

• As a speaker, look at your audience . Make eye contact .

• As a listener, attend carefully to what the speaker is saying .

• Wait for a pause before responding to the speaker .

• Be respectful of another person’s ideas and rationale .

• Ask questions when you do not understand the speaker’s point .

• As a speaker or responder, give reasons for your thinking . Explain these fully .

• Agree or disagree respectfully . Give reasons for either response .

Figure 5.4: Anchor chart for discussion.
Visit www.learningsciences.com/bookresources to download a reproducible version of this figure.


