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Background

These suggestions (or guidelines) are intended to help discussion leaders decide how to structure the discussion of weekly readings. Each set of discussion leaders should feel free to deviate from these guidelines if the discussion leaders are convinced that a different approach would be more effective or should be tried.

Goals of class discussions

This course is intended to give students experience in careful analysis and group discussion of shared readings, from multiple disciplines, that bear on current debates over human rationality. The skills that you practice in this course can be among the most valuable ones you can have for later work, both inside and outside the academy. Here are some worthwhile objectives to think about in preparing to lead discussions.

For discussion leaders:

· Studying the target readings carefully, along with some background preparation, in order to help others in the class understand, see connections and inconsistencies, raise critical questions, and challenge their own thinking.

· Working together with the other discussion leader/s for a given class session to prepare a discussion that has both structure and flexibility.

· Gaining experience in both presentation and facilitation.

· Thinking about and learning what to include in a presentation that will best foster discussion and keep it on topic.

· Facilitating in a way that both helps the flow of the discussion and gives everyone a chance to participate, including those who are not as likely to raise their hands.

· Incorporating the goals of the rest of the class and the instructor.

For the instructor:

· Selecting readings and structuring the course to give students a cross-disciplinary experience, and exposure to different (both conflicting and converging) perspectives on the rationality debate.

· Providing background information to help students prepare for readings and for leading discussions. 

· Helping and giving guidance to discussion leaders and their classmates regarding process goals.

· Sharing relevant knowledge/expertise where appropriate, without dominating the discussion.

· Highlighting important points and questions that have been raised by students.

· Raising questions that do not get raised by students, when these are relevant and may lead to a better discussion.

· Helping students to know which aspects of readings are unclear or questionable even among specialists in the topic.

For all participants:

· Learning about the different perspectives and underlying issues represented in the readings.

· Keeping up with the readings each week.

· Taking personal responsibility for participating and for helping to make the class a positive experience .

· Thinking about what makes for useful contributions from individuals in a group learning exercise.

· Being open to learning from others, changing our minds, admitting puzzlement, and recognizing others' contributions.

· Reading to prepare for discussion -- flagging questions, noting and trying to resolve problems that arise as one is reading, thinking about which themes are recurring and which issues are most important or interesting.

· Thinking about and observing the process of reading, preparing, and discussing. 

· Thinking critically about the goals for the class, and acting accordingly.

Suggestions for planning discussions

In light of the above goals, here are some ideas for how to structure and facilitate class discussions:

· Talk to the instructor or other students beforehand to get ideas on useful supplementary reading, ways to approach the topic that week, etc.

· Think about what you would like to get out of your discussion-leading experience, what you think are the most important goals for the class, and how you might best contribute to achieving these.

· Talk to your partner/s about how you want to divide the discussion, and what role you would like to play both jointly and individually.

· Talk to your partner/s about that week's reading before the class session, but after you have each finished the reading. Note the areas where you agree or disagree, and bring this into the class discussion.(This obviously requires leaving adequate time to prepare, and finishing the reading well in advance.)

· Feel free to use the email list for the class (ssp-202@csli.stanford.edu) to make announcements or solicitations ahead of your discussion.

· Announce an agenda at the beginning of the discussion, showing how you want to divide the session. Give estimates of how much time you expect for each part, and so on. Ask if this agenda is okay, and be somewhat flexible in responding to suggestions from the class or instructor.

· Be up front about how you would like the other students and the instructor to participate in the discussion that you lead.

· Prepare a handout, or transparencies, or a written portion of the board for anything to which you expect to refer repeatedly, especially if it is not readily accessible in the readings that students will have in front of them.

· Make room for different types of questions, e.g. clarifying questions, questions from the class, questions to the class; be up front about anything you have found difficult to understand in the readings.

· Feel free to note questions or points that get raised, promise to address them later, and stay with your agenda.

· Put some thought into how you want to divide the discussion. Some examples: brief overview of readings, main themes, tricky points, picky points, clarifying questions from the class, critical questions or disagreements from the class, questions posed to the class by discussion leaders, separate discussion of different readings followed by synthesis, etc.

· Talk with your fellow discussion leader/s in advance about how you plan to handle various contingencies. For example, How will we keep the discussion on track? How flexible should we be in allowing it to drift? How will we make sure that everyone gets a chance to participate.

· Consider ways to draw out participation from everyone, other than the standard "raise your hand" procedure. For example: Go around the table and have everyone respond to a question; Pick two people who disagree on something and set up a minidebate for a few minutes, with cross-examination by the class; You and your partner/s take different sides and get students to interrogate you; Have a straw poll before and after the discussion; and so on. Be creative if you want to.

