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IN-CLASS DISCUSSION
DEFINITION
As teaching and learning have shifted away from traditional teacher-centered approaches—where the instructor was viewed as the “sage on the stage”—educators have increasingly adopted active learning strategies that promote student participation and engagement. One such strategy is in-class discussion. In-class discussion involves meaningful interactions among students and/or between students and instructors on a given topic or concept, allowing participants to share perspectives, reflect on ideas, and learn collaboratively.
 BENEFITS
· In-class discussion supports peer learning in technically oriented classrooms. 
· Effective in-class discussions often incorporate active learning activities that encourage students to analyze, question, and collaboratively engage with course content.
· Instructors can create opportunities for students to work in small groups, allowing them to build confidence in sharing ideas before participating in larger class discussions.
· Whole-class discussion gives students the opportunity to learn from a variety of perspectives.
· In-class discussion promotes greater student engagement and participation by encouraging learners to actively contribute to the learning process rather than passively receive information.
· Discussions help students feel heard and valued, fostering a more inclusive and supportive classroom environment.
PEDAGOGICAL & ASSESSMENT APPROACHES
Sometimes, instructors award points for in-class discussions that count toward students’ overall class participation grades to encourage greater engagement. However, some educators argue against this approach because students may participate more mechanically or superficially in anticipation of receiving points. Therefore, it is important for instructors to establish, from the very first day of class, the purpose of classroom discussions: to develop students’ communication, active listening, collaboration, and critical thinking skills. In this way, students gain a better understanding of the purpose and value of discussion-based activities.
Some activities that facilitate in-class discussion include:
Think-Pair-Share
The teacher posts a question—usually one without a strictly right or wrong answer—and students first reflect individually, then take a few minutes to share their thoughts or responses with a classmate. Another example of this activity could also be students interviwing each other to learn from other perspectives. 
Small Group Discussion
A prompt is displayed, and students work collaboratively in small groups to discuss the topic before nominating a representative to speak on behalf of the group.
Debate
A statement is presented, and students are expected to take a position and defend their viewpoints. This type of discussion promotes strong communication, negotiation, and argumentation skills.
Case-Based Discussion
A real-life scenario is presented, and students are expected to imagine themselves in a similar situation and discuss the actions they would take.
Student Role Assignment
Beyond simply awarding participation points, the Process-Oriented Guided Inquiry Learning (POGIL) approach recommends assigning students specific roles within their groups and clearly defined tasks to accomplish. In a POGIL classroom, students work through a series of guided activities designed to help them discover and construct knowledge for themselves rather than receiving information primarily through lecture. Likewise, in-class discussion is an important component of POGIL, and both approaches allow students to actively participate in the classroom while becoming more accountable for and responsible for their own learning. Students are then assessed based on how effectively they fulfill their assigned responsibilities. This approach not only promotes accountability and meaningful participation but also gives students a stronger sense of belonging and purpose within the group. It also gives room for discovery learning. Students also develop better verbal communication skills as they take on different roles, since they will need to give the group periodic progress reports. 
There are some effective ways faculty assess students’ participation during in-class discussions that positively increase students’ engagement. Here are some ways that in-class discussions can be assessed more effectively and their benefits:
· Collective Reflective Notes: At the end of every class, some faculty have students submit a collective reflective note, which is graded, allowing them to reflect on their group’s responses during the discussion. This allows each group to pull its weight during the discussion so they can turn in a well-rounded reflection.
· Group Scribe Notes: In other classes, faculty award points for notes taken by a "scribe" for the group. This allows for more intentional engagement of the group members during the discussion.
· Peer Feedback: Peer feedback is another way to effectively grade students’ in-class discussions. Students can evaluate their peers’ responses during the in-class discussion and provide written comments on what they learned from those responses and possible ways to improve. This will not only encourage students to participate in discussions but also to listen more intently, since they will be serving as judges of their peers.
· Exit Tickets: Some faculty incorporate exit tickets. This involves students writing a summary (in very simple language) of what they said during the small-group discussion and one thing they took away while listening to their colleagues.

THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVE 
Witherspoon et al. (2016) defined in-class discussion as an interactive exchange between students aimed at enhancing students’ learning and skill development. Through these discussions, students not only reflect on their own viewpoints but also consider others' perspectives. According to Wade (1994), discussion provides opportunities for students to offer alternative interpretations of prior experiences and suggest new approaches to teaching and learning. Similarly, classroom discussions create opportunities for students to better understand “others’ beliefs and wishes,” thereby strengthening empathy and cultural understanding (Carrasco & Irribarra, 2018, p.89). The authors further noted that in classrooms where teachers actively encourage discussion, equality, and egalitarian attitudes are more likely to be strengthened among diverse groups of students. Research has shown that computing students in particular can benefit significantly from peer discussions (e.g., Porter et al., 2011). These findings suggest that the positive effects of peer discussion may also be replicated across courses at different levels and in a variety of disciplines throughout the curriculum.

EXAMPLES OF IN-CLASS DISCUSSION STARTERS 
· Who has had a bad experience working in teams? (Show of hands)
· What made that previous team project frustrating for you? Take a moment to think about the challenges experienced while working on that project and share with a classmate. 

· On literally the first day of my internship, my boss asked me to create a schematic in a program that I had never heard of before. When he asked if I had used it before, I panicked and said I had. Now I’m worried that if I ask someone for advice, they’ll think I’m stupid and that I don’t belong there. What should I do?

· After rewatching the lecture, discuss in your groups the key components of effective feedback. Then, identify and add other features beyond those mentioned in the video.

SCENARIOS
Debate
Professor Martinez teaches an introductory programming course for first-year Computer Science students. Over the past year, she has noticed that many students are increasingly relying on AI tools such as ChatGPT and GitHub Copilot to generate code for assignments. While some faculty members believe these tools can enhance learning and productivity, others worry that students may become overly dependent on them and fail to develop fundamental programming skills.
To explore this issue, Professor Martinez presents the following statement on a slide and organizes a classroom debate:
“Learning to write code by hand is becoming pointless now that AI can generate code.”
Students are assigned to either support or oppose the statement. They are asked to defend their positions using evidence, examples, and personal experiences. After the debate, students reflect in small groups on the role of AI in computer science education and discuss how future programmers can balance AI-assisted coding with the development of foundational programming knowledge.

Case-Based Discussion
Professor Adeyemi teaches a sophomore-level Software Engineering course. As many of his students will soon begin internships, he dedicates a class session to discussing ethical challenges that new professionals may encounter in the workplace. To encourage critical thinking and peer discussion, he presents the following scenario on a slide:
A student has been assigned a team project that requires them to fork a code repository (create their own copy) from GitHub, make changes, push them back to the repository, and set up a Kanban board to track the work. Although the student has little or no experience using GitHub, they tell their teammates, “Yes, I’ve done this before.”
As the project progresses, the student realizes they do not know how to complete the assigned tasks and begins falling behind.
Professor Adeyemi then asks students to discuss the following question in small groups:

“What should the intern do now?”

Small Group Discussion

Professor Nguyen teaches a junior-level Software Development course. As students begin working on more complex projects and preparing for internships and industry roles, she wants them to develop the problem-solving and debugging skills expected of professional software engineers. Rather than immediately providing solutions when issues arise, she encourages students to analyze problems collaboratively and communicate their reasoning.
During class, Professor Nguyen presents a real error message taken from a software development project and distributes a brief description of the situation in which the error occurred. She then divides students into small groups and asks them to work together as if they were members of a development team to troubleshoot the issue.
Each group is asked to discuss the following questions:
· What does the error message mean?
· What might have caused the error?
· What information would you need to investigate the problem further?
· What are the first steps you would take to begin resolving it?
After the discussion, each group shares its analysis and proposed troubleshooting strategy with the class. Professor Nguyen then facilitates a conversation comparing the different approaches, emphasizing the importance of systematic debugging, collaboration, and professional problem-solving practices in software development.

Think-Pair-Share
Professor Singh teaches a senior-level Web Development and User Experience course. As students prepare to enter the workforce, he wants them to think critically about how design decisions affect user experience, accessibility, and business goals. To help students apply the design principles they have learned throughout the program, he incorporates a think-pair-share activity into class.
During a lesson on user-centered design, Professor Singh presents students with a screenshot of a poorly designed webpage from a fictional company's website. The page contains several usability and accessibility issues, including a cluttered layout, inconsistent navigation, poor color contrast, and an unclear call to action. He explains that the company's management has noticed a decline in customer engagement and has hired a consulting team to identify potential design problems.
Students are asked to imagine that they are members of the consulting team reviewing the webpage. They are given a few minutes to individually analyze the design and respond to the following questions:
· What do you believe is the most significant design problem on the webpage?
· What is one change you would recommend improving the design?
· How would your proposed change improve the user experience, accessibility, or overall effectiveness of the website?
After reflecting independently, students discuss their responses with a partner, compare their analyses, and justify their recommendations. Finally, pairs share their conclusions with the class, allowing students to evaluate different perspectives and consider how multiple design solutions can address the same problem.
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