
Leading Effective 
Discussions



Learning Objective

As a result of this session 
you will be able to practice 

your facilitation skills in 
conducting a short 

discussion. 



Good discussion leaders are neutral

Ensures that everyone participates and no one 
dominates, 

Encourages the expression of all ideas, including 
“odd” ones, 

Safeguards an open process where everyone’s ideas 
are respected.

Facilitators are non-directive and neutral, and try to 
keep themselves out of the discussion, except to ask 
questions or make statements that advance it.



Good discussion leaders put people 
at ease

Especially if most people in the group 
don’t know one another, it’s your job 
as leader to establish a comfortable 
atmosphere and set the tone for the 
discussion. 



Good discussion leaders help set 
ground rules
Everyone should treat everyone else with respect

No arguments directed at people – only at ideas and opinions.

Disagreement should be respectful 

Don’t interrupt - listen to the whole of others’ thoughts 

Respect the group’s time - Try to keep your comments reasonably 
short 

Don’t be defensive if someone disagrees with you. Evaluate both 
positions, and only continue to argue for yours if you continue to 
believe it’s right.

Everyone is responsible for following and upholding the ground 
rules.



Good discussion leaders generate 
goals for the discussion

At the outset tell people what you hope to 
get out of the discussion or what the 
objectives are:

“I would like to discuss motivation and how it 
influences learning. First I’d like to discuss 
what motivates or de-motivates you when it 
comes to learning. Then I want to discuss 
some strategies that can be used to motivate 
group members to do their best” 



Good discussion leaders lead the 
discussion

1.Set the topic for discussion
2.Foster an open and respectful process
3.Involve all participants
4.Ask questions and make suggestion to 

move discussion forward
5.Summarize and clarify points as they 

are expressed
6.Wrap up the session



Checklist for Asking Questions
 Encourage complete and clearly expressed answers.  If necessary, ask a number 

of learners to contribute to the final, acceptable answer.

 Closed questions requiring a “yes” or a “no” answer should be used sparingly.

 After you address a question to the group as a whole, pause.  If there is no 

response, you may say “Paul, you have had experience in this area; may we have 

your opinion?”

 The question, “What do you think?” is simple and effective, but you should be 

careful not to overuse it.

 If it is necessary to repeat a question from the group, the exact words should be 

used to avoid any distortion of the original intent.

 The temptation to enlarge upon a group member's answer should be avoided.  

After all, it is their answer and not yours.  Pose another question if necessary.



 Do not permit a few to answer all the questions.  If you find it necessary 

to direct a question to an individual, you may call the person by name 

and then state the question. 

 Don't scold or humiliate students who fail to answer.  Acknowledge 

their contribution and tactfully suggest that their answer may be 

relevant under other circumstances, and then pass on to someone else.

 Do not permit group answers.  With more than one person speaking at 

one time. the situation becomes more confusing.

 If you do not know the answer, say so.  Don't bluff.  Always find out the 

answer and let the group know later or explore with them how they can 

get the answer for themselves.

Checklist for Asking Questions



Do’s for Discussion Leaders
• Model the behavior and attitudes you want 

group members to employ;
• Use encouraging body language and tone of 

voice, as well as words.
• Give positive feedback for joining the 

discussion.
• Be aware of people’s reactions and feelings, 

and try to respond appropriately
• Ask open-ended questions.
• Control your own biases.
• Encourage disagreement, and help the group use 

it creatively.
• Keep your mouth shut as much as possible



Don’ts for Discussion Leaders

• Don’t let one or a small group of individuals 
dominate the discussion

• Don’t let one point of view override others
• Don’t assume that anyone holds particular 

opinions or positions because of his culture, 
background, race, personal style, 

• Don’t assume that someone from a particular 
culture, race, or background speaks for 
everyone else from that situation.

• Don’t be the font of all wisdom



ACTIVITY 1: PYRAMID DISCUSSIONS

PRACTICE THE SKILLS OF  QUESTIONING, 
PARAPHRASING, RELAYING AND SUMMARIZING

START THE DISCUSSION IN PAIRS BY RESPONDING TO THE QUESTION AND 
LISTENING TO YOUR PARTNERS RESPONSE TO THE QUESTION.
DISCUSS EACH OTHERS RESPONSE AND FIND SIMILARITIES AND DIFFERENCES.

QUESTION: WHAT ARE THE MAIN OBSTACLES TO LEARNING FOR ADULT 
LEARNERS?

JOIN A SECOND PAIR SO THAT YOUR GROUP NOW CONSISTS OF 4 PEOPLE AND 
CONTINUE THE DISCUSSION. COMPARE RESPONSES AND FIND SIMILARITIES AND 
DIFFERENCES.

JOIN ANOTHER GROUP SO THAT YOU NOW HAVE 8 PEOPLE AND CONTINUE THE 
DISCUSSION,

JOIN ANOTHER GROUP ONE LAST TIME AND CONTINUE THE DISCUSSION.
SUMMARIZE THE MAIN POINTS RAISED IN YOUR GROUP.



ACTIVITY 1: PYRAMID DISCUSSIONS

Debriefing 

• What challenges did you face?
• How did you feel using the skills in a real 

setting?
• Will you be able to apply the skills in 

their own group discussions?



Be Prepared

 Carefully consider your objectives for a discussion. What do you hope to 
accomplish? What topic(s) would you like discussed? Do learners know 
enough about the topics to discuss them?

 Use discussion to help participants link concepts to their own lives; 

 Include topics that are open-ended and can be effectively addressed 
through multiple approaches.

 Provide opportunities to "warm up" through brief (1-4 minute) in-class 
writing exercises on the topic, 3-5 person mini-discussion, or a homework 
exercise the previous session that focuses attention on the topic(s) to be 
covered.

Checklist for Leading a Discussion



Checklist for Leading a Discussion

Facilitate, Don't Dominate

 Maintain an atmosphere of safety and respect. 

 Use open-ended questions, ask learners for clarification, examples, and 
definitions.

 Summarize learner responses without taking a clear stand one way or 
another. 

 Invite learners to address one another and not always "go through" you. 

 Pause, give learners time to reflect on your summaries or others' 
comments. 

 Stimulate and challenge, don't intimidate or threaten. 



Checklist for Leading a Discussion

 Don't dwell on one learner for too long; deal openly with conflicts, don't 
ignore them; listen to your learners-attempt to learn from them.

 Control the "talkers," and call on the "non-talkers." But, if a "non-talker" 
isn't ready to contribute, don't persist.

 Consider taking notes of main points on a chalkboard or overhead, but, if 
you do, write everyone's ideas down.

 Toward the end of the discussion, review the main ideas, the thread of 
the discussion, and conclusions.



Checklist for Leading a Discussion

Evaluate
• Notice how many people participated in the 

discussion.
• Notice who did and who did not participate (look for 

gender and racial biases).
• Check the tone of the discussion-was it stimulating 

and respectful? Ask learners about their reactions to 
the discussion session.
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