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Books such as The Wisdom of Crowds tell us that there is value in full participation by a group of people or community. Facilitating discussion is the art or skill of encouraging and promoting full participation by all members of the discussion group. The following ideas are suggestions for ways that you, as a discussion facilitator, can promote participation by everyone in the group.

Set the Stage

Make sure the group has a clear understanding of the topic, the discussion goals, and how the discussion is to proceed:

· Make sure everyone is introduced.

· Make sure everyone understands that the discussion that is about to happen is an exploration.

Consider the Space

Research tells us that flexible furniture and round tables can encourage greater interaction between participants. Consider arranging the room in a way that promotes, rather than hinders, group discussion:

· Once the presentation has ended, ask that the group arrange itself in a circle.

· Encourage participants to move around the room to meet new colleagues.

· If the group becomes too large, consider breaking the larger group into smaller teams for discussion. With a few minutes remaining in each discussion session, bring the group back together to share their observations.

Work the Group

Don’t discourage your active participants, but also look for ways to engage those who are more reluctant to share their ideas:

· Call on or encourage those who haven’t already spoken.

· Ask questions that involve a person’s area of expertise.

· Encourage participants to make their own notes, capturing any insights and ideas they have so that they can share these with the group.

Capture the Stream of Ideas

Capturing the group’s ideas and insights helps provide orientation and direction for the group. It also helps promote a sense of progress or forward movement for the discussion, as well as preserving the group’s ideas:

· If there’s nothing else at hand, use old-fashioned, time-honored flip charts or white boards.

· Use a laptop, projector, and a wiki or word-processing document (EDUCAUSE members can set up a free wiki on the EDUCAUSE site at: http://www.educause.edu/wiki. You will need an EDUCAUSE profile to do so.)

· Do as little editing of comments as possible; if in doubt, simply capture the idea; evaluation can happened later.

· Whatever medium you use to record the group’s ideas, make sure that at the beginning it’s blank. This sends a clear message that it is the group that will generate the content.

Don’t Present

Facilitators can be tempted to become presenters rather than act as discussion “guides”:

· Try to understand where the discussion is headed and direct as necessary.

· While someone is talking, think about questions you can ask to stimulate further discussion.

· Watch out for discussion “derailers”: the discussion gets bogged down in unnecessary detail; it stalls as two participants get stuck in a debate; and silence. Be proactive in helping the group get past these points.

Synthesize, Don’t Debate

Participants may say things with which you disagree or fall under your area of expertise. Resist the temptation to debate or comment extensively:

· Make connections between the current point and the points made by others.

· Weave individual points and insights into a larger conceptual framework so that they integrate in a clear and obvious way.

· Debate a point indirectly, by asking a question about the assumptions that underlie the point.

Share What Helped and What Hindered Participation

Take a moment at the end of the discussion period to ask what worked to encourage discussion and what did not. It’s often the best way to learn and improve your skills at discussion facilitation.
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