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II. Explore > 6. Exploring Key Questions > Small Group Discussions 

Small Group Discussions 

Students are put into groups of 4-6 to deepen understanding, retain material 

and/or problem solve together. 

 

How to do this online

 

Classes can be broken into groups to communicate either synchronously or, 

more often, asynchronously. The quality of a discussion depends largely on 

the quality of the discussion question; instructors should create questions that 

promote critical thinking. Discussions should be at least lightly moderated to 

ensure they do not lose focus and to correct inaccurate statements. You can 

assign roles such as facilitator, contributor, and summarizer to students and 

rotate these roles. 

 

PROS: Students have more time to create thoughtful, well-articulated and 

responses and answers may be more honest. Quiet students may participate 

more and those who have experienced bias in the past may feel more secure. 

Students can respond via multiple modalities - text, audio, or video. 

Instructors don’t have to respond on the spot; they have more time to 

compose constructive feedback. 

  

CONS: the absence of visual and audio cues can lead to misunderstanding. 

Students may need explicit instructions regarding what constitutes an 

acceptable response and an appropriate online writing style. Online 

discussions can feel disjointed, especially if there is a significant time lag 

between responses. It can be very time consuming for instructors to read and 

grade all responses. 

  

Tools you could use: 
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 Canvas Group Discussions - 

https://www.seattleu.edu/cdlihelp/faculty/canvas/tutorials/#assigngroup 

 Zoom https://zoom.us (synchronous) 

 Slack https://slack.com (asynchronous) 

 

 How to do this in the classroom 

 

Students can turn desks around or congregate in different parts of the room. 

The quality of a discussion depends largely on the quality of the discussion 

question; instructors should create questions that promote critical thinking. 

 

PROS: Instructor can easily identify groups that are struggling and provide 

immediate feedback. They can be more spontaneous than an online 

discussion and have the advantage of being in a sensory-rich environment. 

  

CONS: Many classrooms are not configured for easy breakout groups. 

Outgoing students may dominate the conversation. 

  

Tools you could use: 

 Paper and pencil 

  

https://www.seattleu.edu/cdlihelp/faculty/canvas/tutorials/#assigngroup
https://zoom.us/
https://slack.com/

