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Contributing to large-group 
discussions 
Your professors understand that, for some people, talking in a 
large group can feel uncomfortable. But your professors also 
count on you to contribute to discussions so that those 
discussions can reflect a multitude of perspectives and ideas. If 
you feel uneasy about speaking in a big group, try these 
suggestions! 
 

1. Prepare! 
Academic discussions are much easier to tackle when you spend 
a bit of time preparing for them. And (bonus!) this kind of 
preparation also helps you remember material better, helping you 
to prepare for exams and think through key ideas for essays or 
reports. Here are some ways to prepare: 
• Generate a list of key themes. Think about what the class has 

been covering and what readings have been assigned. Write a 
list of the key themes, ideas, or theories. What is hard to 
understand about them? How do they seem to relate to or differ 
from each other? These can be starting points for discussion. 

• Write a list of possible questions that you think your professor 
would ask about the assigned reading for the day. These are 
good questions to pose to the class in discussion. 

• Think about your professor’s goal. Why might the professor 
want the class to discuss a particular topic/idea? Do they want 
to reach consensus on a topic? Do they hope the participants 
will debate two (or more) sides of a topic? Whatever you think 
the goal is, aim to have two or three comments to make that 
will further that goal.  
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2. Stay engaged and listening 
When your classmates are talking, listen attentively. They might 
have ideas you haven’t considered, or may be using a perspective 
you had not thought of. Write down comments or questions that 
you think of when they speak. If the conversation moves away from 
those ideas before you have a chance to step into the discussion, 
you can always start a comment by saying “I’d like to return to 
[classmate’s] earlier point.” 

 
3. Ideas for steering the discussion 
So how might you lend a hand in guiding the direction of the 
discussion? Try one or more of these strategies: 
• Definitions. Are all discussants using terms in the same way, or 

do you see some difference in how those terms are being 
defined? Pointing out those difference or questioning whether 
such differences exist might help center the discussion.  

• Find common ground. If some discussion participants disagree, 
can you find something on which they agree? If so, that can be 
something to point out and discuss further (why might different 
viewpoints share a belief?).   

• Refer back to the text. Has another student made a claim without 
explaining how it relates to the assigned reading? If so, you can 
ask where the claim is supported by the reading. Or, you can 
relate what is being discussed to key information/ideas from the 
assigned reading(s). 

• Ask application questions. If you want to understand an idea, 
theory, or piece of information further, ask for a real-world 
example or ask how the idea has an impact on other 
ideas/information from the course. 

• Connect to learning outside the course. Do you see how what the 
class is talking about relates to ideas from other courses you 
have taken? Or perhaps you can see how an idea or piece of 
information relates to real-world problems. Commenting on those 
similarities might help others see the discussion topics in a new 
light. 
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