
A R P A N  C H O K S H I  

Active Learning

through Discussion



This document is based on innovative ideas shared by Arpan Chokshi at the Axis 
Education Forum 2017. It describes how to use group discussion to engage learners in 
learning about a topic while building their thinking and communication skills. 

Discussions are based on texts relating to topics the learners are studying. Discussion is 

learner-led. The teacher provides the context, gives support but does not facilitate, and can 

use the discussion to assess learner understanding. The method can be used with both small 

and large groups. 

What are some benefits of learning through discussion? 
Learners develop and practice thinking skills – for e.g. they learn to interpret meaning, 

analyse and make judgements about ideas, see connections, question assumptions, 

distinguish fact from opinion, and build ideas from evidence 

they learn to listen attentively and to express and defend ideas clearly  

they learn to collaborate with their peers and build on each other’s ideas to achieve a 

purpose. 

All these skills will be needed in 21st century careers.

What makes group discussions effective?  
The first essential is to model good discussion practices. Below you will find a number of 

tools for guiding and structuring discussions. With practice, learners will be able to have 

independent discussions with less and less teacher support. 

At the start of the year, have learners develop their own rubric for evaluating their 

discussions. The process of developing the rubric will depend on the grade.  Some 

suggestions are to give learners the basic categories; to do one column together and have 

the learners complete the rest; and giving feedback to learners while they are developing 

it, to raise the level. Some benefits will be: 

Learners take ownership, because they set the standard for themselves 

It provides guidelines and reminds learners of the requirements 

It makes expectations explicit and creates a basis for peer-to-peer accountability  

A learner-created rubric will be an investment in quality discussions for the rest of the 

year. It can be updated as the class progresses.   

Give learners sentence starters that they can use to show they are listening, to share 

their thinking, to disagree respectfully and to ask clarifying questions:  



Bloom’s Taxonomy question starters are also a useful resource for writing/ asking 

questions.  You will find some examples on the handout from this presentation at 

www.tinyurl.com/discussnotes. 

Pre-discussion activities
Before each discussion, give the class time to become familiar with the text.  These 

activities will help learners prepare for a meaningful discussion:  

http://www.tinyurl.com/discussnotes.


The teacher’s role in learner-led discussions: 
Take note of the learners’ level of understanding of the topic for later follow-up. 

If the discussion goes off-topic or loses momentum, ask a question to re-direct it 

(prepare a variety of questions beforehand).  

Ask a question about the process to have the learners reflect on the discussion, which 

they can do silently. In time the quality of the discussions will improve. 

Have learners grade their group, using the rubric. Ask for and make suggestions on 

how to improve.    

If you would like more information to help you introduce discussion in your classroom, 

click here for Arpan Chokshi’s presentation on Fostering Discussion and Debate in the 

Classroom at the 2017 Axis Summit Forum. This includes links to other sites with ideas 

on how to encourage participation, provide structure, and monitor and assess 

discussions, e.g. Alexis Wiggins on “Spider Web Discussions”. 

https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1pKz09pzwZcDtDDOQXO1eSbk9fUqmd7dwTtORh7XjnL8/edit?usp=sharing

