
INCREASING 
STUDENT 

INVOLVEMENT
Through Discussion Intervention Strategies



Our 
Research 
Question

If students initiate line of 

inquiry and follow-up 

discussion is student-led 

in order to promote 

critical thinking, will 

equitable conversation 

occur?

Concern: 

During discussions, there is often unequal participation. During 

lecture or discussion, a select few students tend to be the ones 

posing questions or providing answers. Relating to this, discourse is 

usually teacher-directed as opposed to student-directed. 

Evidence that this problem exists:

• Not all students participate in the whole class discussions - it tends 

to be a select few always answering questions or posing 

questions

• Many of the students who aren’t answering are clearly 

unengaged in the lesson - they are talking to other students, 

staring off into space

• There are also students that while not visibly unengaged, as 

evidenced by how they are tracking the talkers, seem to seldom 

participate.

• Later, students do not recall what was talked about during the 

discussion



Based on observations, our hypothesis as 
to roots of this issue:

◦ I am talking to them more than they are talking to me.

◦ They are just trying to give me the answers I want to hear, rather than having 

a meaningful discussion of the subject. 

◦ I hypothesize that this might be occurring due to the structure of their past science 

courses and other classes. For example, they might be used to the format where the 

teacher poses a question and calls on students until someone says the answer the 

teacher wants to hear.

◦ In the past, students may not have been taught how to or been given talk move 

strategies in order to know how to have a meaningful discussion. They may not have 

been pushed to explain their thinking beyond just getting the correct answer or taught 

that it’s okay to have argumentation/debate in the educational setting.



Based on observations, our hypothesis as 
to roots of this issue:

◦ They are not interested in the discussion for a multitude of possible reasons -they don’t feel 

they have a role in it, lack of confidence, lack of interest in the subject, lack of opportunities 

to share.

◦ In terms of lack of opportunities to share in past science courses, this may be the result of the 

aforementioned discussion strategy where the teacher asks a questions and the students try to 

respond with the correct answer. They may not have engaged previously in discussions where 

questions are more open-ended. In addition, previous science courses may also have heavily 

depended on lectures. The teacher may have instructed the new information without providing 

opportunity for students to ask questions or engage in meaningful discussion.

◦ Lack of confidence in sharing ties back to the fact that students may not have been taught how to 

have a meaningful discussion and debate using respectful talk moves. Students may have been 

ridiculed for sharing the wrong answer in class before or not feel that the sharing environment in the 

classroom is safe/comfortable. 

◦ Students may not feel they have a role in the discussion, or have confidence, if they are used to 

other students in the classroom always dominating the discussion. It may be hard to jump into a 

discussion where the same few kids are always talking. 



THE INTERVENTIONS



Katie – Third Grade



I collected qualitative data and anecdotal notes on student participation 

over the course of five weeks to track progress towards my end goal.

The Goal:

Higher levels of student participation in 

discussion will concurrently lead to 

increased student inquiry, critical thinking, 

and confidence.



Implementing a “discussion manager” job in reading centers for each book club group. Each week, 

there will be a new discussion manager assigned for each group, who is required to come up with

‘thick’ (deep, meaningful, thought provoking) questions about their book for their book club group. 

During small center discussions with me, instead of my asking all of the prompting questions, the 

discussion manager will pose the questions. A different person in the group will have the role of 

‘recorder,” and their job during each book club meeting will be to record who has been giving input or 

adding to the discussion. 

Students were given an incentive to motivate their 

classmates to participate –if 90% of the class 

participates each week, they are working towards 

whole class rewards! This encouraged students who 

rarely spoke to speak up, and those who 

overpowered discussions to step back and give 

others a chance to speak. 
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Week of Student Discussion

Book Club Discussion Implementing Reader Response Strategy

A.A. W.B. N.D. A.D.S. M.D. N.H. H.B. J.F. T.S. K.K. K.P. X.J. D.T. J.T. L.C. L.H.G. E.S. J.R. T.C.

Average # of Participation: 12
100% of students participated 

at least 10 times

Average # of Participation: 16
100% of students participated 

over 10 times

Average # of Participation: 8

26% of students participated

at least 10 times

Average # of Participation: 10
63% of students participated at 

least 10 times

Average # of Participation: 11
78% of students participated 

at least 10 times

*before Response Strategy was 

implemented



Changing the way class discussions are structured. Usually after students complete an experiment in 

science, the teacher will ask questions about it, to which the students volunteer answers. Then, students 

will write a conclusion to explain their thinking. One way to change this format would be to do different 

discussion strategies. By doing a discussion strategy such as donut circles (outer ring and inner ring of 

students where students rotate partners and discuss), students would have the opportunity to talk to 

multiple peers one-on-one. This would allow students to hear and discuss more ideas with their peers. 

After this, we would debrief as a whole class so students could discuss their conversations. 

During the discussion strategies, I tallied the amount of times students participated and took anecdotal 

notes on their conversations during the donut circle.

• Small group 

discussion

• Donut Circles

• Gallery Walk

• Think-Pair Share
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Intervention Strategies

Science Discussions with Intervention Strategies

A.A. W.B. N.D. A.D.S. M.D. N.H. H.B. J.F. T.S. K.K. K.P. X.J. D.T. J.T. L.C. L.H.G. E.S. J.R. T.C. K.J. C.P. J.C.

59% of students participated

100% of students participated 
*note 100% participated in 

small group work

86% of students participated
*note 100% participated in 

donut circle discussion

54% of students participated
*note 100% participated in 

think pair share

95% of students participated
*note 100% participated in 

gallery walk



Emily – Fourth Grade



Jigsaw Puzzle
◦ To learn about the Harlem Renaissance, small 

groups became “experts” in a specific 

category (music, visual art, clothing, literature).  

They then were split into mixed “jigsaw” groups 

to share their findings.

◦ In the “expert” group, students researched 

facts together on provided websites.

◦ In the “jigsaw” groups, students discussed each 

category and wrote it down.

The Jigsaw Puzzle discussion strategy 

allowed for students to productively work 

with different classmates in two different 

settings.  Students were excited to be 

experts and took it responsibly.  When 

sharing with their “jigsaw” groups, each 

student had the opportunity to help their 

peers with completing the worksheet.  This 

strategy allowed for all students to 

participate in the learning process.



Donut Circle
◦ Several times in science and social studies, 

students engaged in the donut circle 

discussion strategy.

◦ In science, students did a donut circle after 

completing labs and before writing their 

individual conclusions.  Students discussed the 

guiding questions that they would later use to 

write a conclusion (e.g. was your hypothesis 

correct, what would you change next time).

◦ In social studies, students did a donut circle to 

discuss the stanzas of Langston Hughes’ “A 

Dream Deferred”

The Donut Circle discussion strategy 

enabled students to talk 1-on-1 with 

differing students.  They were able to 

share their thoughts about the stated 

prompt and learn connections/ideas from 

their peers.  In science, there were 

improvements in thoroughness in 

conclusion responses.



Reading Stamina Challenge + Think-Pair-Share
◦ Started Reading Stamina Challenge for read to 

self time – a timer was set for 10 minutes for 

students to practice reading stamina.  I would 

observe students and mark them down each time 

I saw them look away from book (out of 10 points).

◦ Many students bought in to this and were excited 

when we’d do Reading Stamina.

◦ After Reading Stamina, students would discuss 

their reading content with their table groups.

◦ Then, students would share out to the whole class

Students were excited to share with their 

table groups and the whole class about 

their reading.  Since everyone was 

reading, all students had content to share.  

I observed an increase in student 

participation during whole class 

discussion.


