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Leading a class discussion 
Many professors like to have students take turns leading class 
discussions, which is a great way to lend a greater breadth of 
perspective to those discussions. But if you’ve never led a 
discussion before, you might not have firm ideas about how to do 
that. This resource is meant to give you a starting point and a few 
things to consider. 
 

1. Prepare the participants 
As you likely know from your own experience, it can be hard to 
know what to say during a discussion. One way to facilitate a 
discussion is to prepare the participants and guide their thinking. 
Some ways to do that include: 
• Providing key concepts or themes on which participants should 

focus, ideally on the board or via a piece of paper so that they 
can keep them at the front of their mind; 

• Giving students a list of possible questions to answer, or asking 
students to take 2-3 minutes to write their own questions. 
Remember that yes-or-no questions are less likely to spark 
discussion, and that “why” and “how” questions are more likely 
to lead to discussion; or 

• Letting the participants know what your goal is with the 
discussion. Do you want to reach consensus on a topic? Should 
the participants debate two (or more) sides of a topic? Do you 
want to create a mind-map of a topic to understand its many 
component parts? Or do you have another goal in mind?  

 

2. Start the discussion 
To kick things off, it is helpful to lead the participants rather than wait 
for them to start talking on their own. To get started, you might: 
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• Make a list of key points. It is helpful to do so on the board, so 
everyone can see. This will serve as a refresher for the 
participants, but it will also help you note what topics have and 
have not been discussed. 

• Pose a question, giving the participants a few minutes to write 
down their answer. This can help give them some ideas with 
which to start. 

 
3. Keep them going 
Sometimes, even good discussions slow down a bit. How can you 
help keep the flow of the discussion alive? 
• Follow up. If a participant mentions something interesting, have 

them explain it. Or, if they state an opinion, ask them to explain 
their reasoning. If someone struggles to articulate a follow-up 
answer, ask other participants if they can reason through an 
answer – but don’t rush the first speaker! Give them a minute or 
two to think and then talk.  

• Make friends with silence. After asking a question, participants 
might need some time to think. So let there be silence for a bit 
before asking another question. Note that this can be hard at 
first, but it can really help participants to have time to consider 
their answers.   
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