CLASSROOM STRATEGIES FOR FOSTERING AUTHENTIC DISCUSSION

From Maxwell, R.J., & Meiser, M.J. (2001). Teaching English in middle and secondary schools (3rd ed.). Upper Saddle River, New Jersey: Merrill Prentice Hall.

The Fishbowl

Classroom chairs are arranged in a “fishbowl,” two circles, one inside the other.  As students enter the room, the teacher assigns students to one circle.  The inner circle is then given about eight minutes to discuss a statement related to their reading – and to relate the statement both to the reading and to contemporary life.  They would have already explored this idea in their journals.  The ground rules are simple: State an idea and support it with evidence; agree with the speaker and add additional evidence; disagree with a speaker and offer evidence.

Each student in the outer circle spend the eight minutes listening to the discussion and making notes on the interaction of their “fish.”  Some teachers provide students with a worksheet to make note taking easier and more precise.

Throughout the discussion, students tally each time their “fish” contributes an idea, describes feelings, paraphrases, expresses support or acceptance, encourages others to contribute, summarizes, relieves tension by joking , or gives direction to the group’s work.  (Bolche 43)

One teacher notes that students in the inner circle treat each other with courtesy.  What’s more, “the positive, enthusiastic acknowledgement of peers has a certain magical quality” (Bolche 43).  After eight minutes, students exchange places, those in the inner circle become observers in the outer ring, and those in the outer ring become the inner ring “discussers” of the second focus statement.  At the end of the class, students reflect on the fishbowl as a discussion strategy.  In one teacher’s experience, students have enthusiastically endorsed it, perhaps for the same reason that teachers employ it: “The best part of this fishbowl is a controlled free-for-all – a spontaneous explosion of ideas with nothing held back – exciting and argumentative” (Bolche 43).

Rules for the fish

1. State your idea and support it with evidence from the reading.

2. Agree with the speaker and offer additional evidence to support idea.

3. Disagree with the speaker and offer evidence to support your point.

Rules for the fish watchers

1. Listen carefully to your fish.

2. Take notes on your fish’s contribution to the discussion.

	MY FISH
	NAME

	Contributes to discussion
	How:

	Provides personal response
	What:

	Paraphrases previous speaker
	What:

	Summarizes
	What:

	Provides direction/focus
	How:

	Supplies humor/tension break
	How:


