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More and Better Class Participation
Students' class participation helps instructors see how the students have understood the course material, and it also
helps promote further student learning.  However, at times it can be a challenge for instructors to get their
students to participate.  Here are challenges instructors sometimes face and strategies to help you respond.

“I ask questions in class, but students don't respond.”

1. Students may need more time to formulate a thoughtful
response.  What seems like a long silence to you might
be just a few seconds, barely enough time for students to
collect their thoughts and put them into words.

2. Students may not know what kind of answer to give.
For example, is it clear to them if you are asking for
summary?  Analysis?  Personal experience?  Debate?

3. Students may need more preparation before responding.
Have they completed readings, attended lectures, or had
experiences that provide a basis for an immediate answer?

“Some students ask and answer questions, but others
seem reluctant to participate in class discussions or
small groups.”

1. Students may not want to speak out in front of the whole
class.  To help them gain confidence to participate:

- tell them in advance what to prepare to discuss,

- ask them to write briefly in class prior to the
discussion to help them articulate their ideas, or

- ask them to talk about the topic briefly with a partner
or small group before the whole class discussion.

Then ask students to join a whole class discussion
based on their writing, group work, or other preparation.

2. Students may see a question-and-answer session or group
work as a “break” from lecture rather than as a way of
learning.  Students may participate more actively if you:

- make your goals for the discussion explicit to
students, and also the amount of time planned for it

- tell specific groups that you will ask them to present
certain points of a discussion or aspects of a problem

- take time to discuss how groups can work effectively

- give students feedback on their class participation in
relation to what you want them to learn for the class

3. Students may have somehow gotten the impression that
your questions are directed only to particular students
(for example, the “best” students who sit in the front
row, or students in a particular social or ethnic group).

One way to change this impression is to move around
the room during small group work so that you can talk
directly with students who tend to participate less.

Use this group time to assess students’ progress, help
solve problems, ask additional questions, and invite
students’ participation in the whole class discussion.

“In the past I have seen students shut down class
discussions with rude or inappropriate comments.
How can I prepare for situations like that?”

1. Apply the principle of Prevention.  Many UW
instructors work with students to set ground rules for
class participation before discussions take place.

2. Prepare in advance for discussing controversial topics.
Make goals for the discussion clear to students, and
remind them of ground rules they’ve helped establish.

3. From the students’ point of view, if you do not respond
to inappropriate activity in your classroom, you are
implicitly condoning it.  Consult with your colleagues
or with CIDR to develop ways of responding clearly
and constructively in challenging classroom situations.
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How can CIDR help?

Sometimes being aware of these factors is enough to help
you make changes, but many people find it difficult to
examine their own teaching style while they are teaching.

A CIDR consultant can help by observing your class and/or
getting feedback from your students.  We can also discuss
ways to structure activities for your class, direct you to
teaching resources, and propose additional strategies for
responding to challenging classroom situations.

For more information, visit our web site:

http://depts.washington.edu/cidrweb/
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More and Better Class Participation
The CIDR Teaching and Learning Bulletin is designed to be a resource for your teaching.  For more ideas, examples, and
resources on the topic of encouraging students to be more active in class, visit our web site:

http://depts.washington.edu/cidrweb/AltTools.htm

The Bulletin provides people who teach at the University of Washington with brief descriptions of current topics related
to teaching and learning in higher education.  It is published quarterly by the Center for Instructional Development and
Research (CIDR).  Previous issues include:

•  Developing a Teaching Portfolio
•  Classroom Assessment of Teaching and Learning
•  Preparing for the First Day of Class
•  Classroom Observation
•  Designing a Course
•  TA Preparation Reconsidered

•  Teaching through Discussion
•  Transforming a Course
•  Helping Student Writers Succeed
•  Teaching a Service Learning Course
•  Teaching Freshman Interest Groups
•  Information Literacy: The Library Connection

Issues of the Bulletin are available at: http://depts.washington.edu/cidrweb/TeachingLearningBulletin.html

Questions for CIDR?

If you have questions about teaching and learning, or you would like to find out more about working with CIDR, you can call
us at 543-6588, send a message to info@cidr.washington.edu, or visit our web site:  http://depts.washington.edu/cidrweb/

???
•  Would you like to be notified by e-mail when future issues of the Bulletin are posted to the CIDR web site?
•  Do you have questions about teaching that you would like to see addressed in a future Bulletin?
•  Has this issue of the Bulletin been helpful for you?

Please let us know by sending a message to info@cidr.washington.edu


