Orchestrating Classroom Discussions

Classroom discussion is an essential part of reform mathematics. Therefore it is the responsibility of the teacher to ensure that classroom discussions are productive and effective avenues for learning mathematics. Classroom discussion is most effective when used differently at different parts of the lesson.

Students enter the classroom with a wide variety of experiences, backgrounds, and knowledge. This diversity adds to the enrichment of learning in the classroom. The typical reform classroom begins with a launch. This launch is designed to get students thinking about a particular idea or situation. It is at this point that teachers should engage all students in a free-flowing discussion about the launch situation and how it could relate to ideas that have already been established. Teachers should attempt to get all students to participate in this discussion by emphasizing that their ideas and possible approaches are all important and valuable and that exact answers are not important or expected at this point in the lesson. In the launch, the teacher should pose questions that will stimulate thinking and help students with their explorations.

The heart of the lesson revolves around exploration. Here discussion is used most effectively between students in groups. Students discuss ideas with other students while the teacher listens to the groups and poses questions to further understanding. At times, one group might do something of particular importance or all groups may be struggling with the same concepts. It is at this point that the teacher might decide to readdress the class as a whole to point out particular areas of interest or help students move forward with their exploration.

The end of the lesson should involve another class discussion. This can include each group sharing its ideas with the class and pulling in ideas and connections from previous areas of study. It is important for the teacher to pull together any loose ideas and make sure that all groups reached logical conclusions. Any problems that students faced can be addressed at this point as well as ideas for future lessons and explorations.

