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PREFACE

Whether face-to-face or online, perhaps nothing satisfi es a faculty 
member like having led a productive discussion—one in which 
all students were engaged and their learning met all the hoped-

for objectives. The instructor can leave the classroom or close the discussion 
board glowing with a sense of success. 

How often does this happen, though? How often are even most of the 
students passionately involved? How often do well-considered learning 
objectives guide the discussion? For that matter, how does an instructor even 
know how much student engagement and learning has occurred?

For being such a mainstay teaching method, discussion has inspired sur-
prisingly few resources to help faculty maximize its learning value, whether 
face-to-face or online. Recently, we’ve seen Brookfi eld and Preskill’s (2016) 
The Discussion Book: 50 Great Ways to Get People Talking, following their 
2005 book, Discussion as a Way of Teaching: Tools and Techniques for Demo-
cratic Classrooms, (2nd edition). The former briefl y describes 50 techniques 
taken from their earlier books and workshop materials, and the latter blends 
a philosophy of discussion as a refl ection of democracy with an assortment 
of ways to generate and moderate student participation. Brookfi eld and 
Preskill’s discussion strategies tailor well in small, face-to-face classes, but not 
so much in large or online classes. Howard’s (2015) Discussion in the College 
Classroom adopts a sociological point of view in synthesizing the research 
on classroom discussion and drawing out the implications for practice. To a 
modest degree, it addresses the online context. However, all of these books 
focus on only one facet of discussion, student participation, which does not 
guarantee student learning. 

Other books that examine discussion do so only briefl y within a wide 
range of other college teaching methods, and these similarly emphasize get-
ting students to talk—for example, Barkley’s Student Engagement Techniques: 
A Handbook for College Faculty (2015); Barkley, Major, and Cross’s Collabora-
tive Learning Techniques: A Handbook for College Faculty (2014); and Nilson’s 
Teaching at Its Best: A Research-Based Resource for College Instructors (2016).

Indeed, as educational developers over many years, we have observed 
the faculty’s struggle to design and facilitate classroom and online discus-
sions that engage all learners; it is one of the most prevalent and consistent 
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challenges instructors face. So many times, we have watched instructors pose 
a provocative, carefully constructed discussion question only to be met by 
silence. We imagined the sound of crickets echoing through the classroom 
as the instructor waited uncomfortably for a student to break the tension 
and fi nally respond. Unfortunately, just one session of crickets can infest the 
spirit of a class for an entire term. 

But participation is not the only challenge: Talk alone is cheap. Just as 
important, how can you create a discussion that offers students a valuable 
learning experience, one that explores the content and facilitates learning in 
a deep, meaningful way? Plus, how do you know how effective the discussion 
has been? How can you assess it? 

Creating Engaging Discussions: Strategies for “Avoiding Crickets” in Any Size 
Classroom and Online offers answers to these crucial questions. It is organized 
around identifying, analyzing, and solving common problems in both class-
room and online discussions and in both small and large classes. In the fi rst 
chapter, we use short cases to illustrate some of the most common challenges. 
Then, taking a direct, practice-oriented approach, we focus on ways to move 
beyond these challenges. We emphasize principles, design, techniques, and 
cases that demonstrate the day-to-day application of the principles. We apply 
familiar course design processes to construct effective discussion sessions.

We favor cases to elucidate many of our points. We feature eight short 
case studies in which faculty members from a wide range of disciplines pre-
sent the strategies they have designed or adapted and implemented in their 
face-to-face, blended, or online courses at the undergraduate or graduate 
level. These instructors have successfully increased student engagement and 
learning using these strategies and have conducted assessments to prove it. 
The authors open their cases describing the original pedagogical challenge 
they faced and proceed to explain how they addressed it and assessed the 
results of their innovation. They also offer practical recommendations to 
readers who may want to try their strategies. 

Selecting these 8 cases proved to be a diffi cult, hair-splitting process. 
We received almost 40 submissions from a call for proposals we issued on 
the discussion group of the Professional and Organizational Development 
(POD) Network in Higher Education and the electronic mailing list  of 
the Educational Developers Caucus (EDC) of the Canada-based Society for 
Teaching and Learning in Higher Education (STLHE). We requested that 
POD and STLHE-EDC members share the call with their faculty. We also 
extended the call to instructors at our own institutions, Simmons  College 
and  Clemson University. Our criteria for selecting cases included the inno-
vativeness of the discussion technique and the rigor of the assessment; we 
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also aimed to represent a range of disciplines, course levels, and delivery plat-
forms.

Obviously, our primary audience is faculty members who teach courses 
that use, or could use, discussion and seek to create both engaging and effec-
tive face-to-face and online exchanges. Our recommendations apply across 
disciplines and course levels, as well as to varied class sizes. We intend to fi ll 
the need for a resource that guides faculty of all ranks and institutional types 
in designing, facilitating, and assessing not only engaging but also learning-
rich discussions. 

We also speak to educational developers, who can use this resource in 
their programs and private consultations. At the graduate level, this book can 
serve as a text or workshop resource in college teaching courses and teaching 
assistant development programs. To facilitate group learning, the fi nal chap-
ter provides a set of resources and activities for faculty and graduate students 
who are reading the book as a group and educational developers who lead 
such groups. We include discussion questions on the case studies, writing 
prompts, and jigsaw formats—all designed to engage a reading group more 
fully with the material. 

 Jennifer H. Herman, 
 Boston, MA 
 September 2017

 Linda B. Nilson, 
 Anderson, SC
 September 2017
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