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P R E F A C E

This is a short book so this will be a short preface.
The two of us have long wanted a brief and accessible

book—amanual, really—that collected the best techniques to start
discussion, keep it going, and stay focused. This would be the kind
of book you could stuff into a pocket or purse as you walked to
chair a meeting, teach a class, or run a professional development
workshop. On the way you could scan it to get a couple of new
techniques to try out that day. To paraphrase Dragnet’s Joe Friday,
we wanted a manual containing “just the facts ma’am” or, rather,
just the techniques.

AUDIENCE

Our audience for this book is probably the largest one either of
us has ever written for. Essentially we hope that anyone who uses
some kind of group discussion process in any setting at all will find
it valuable. The convener of a corporate decision-making meeting
or the leader of a community town hall or congregation will find
this just as beneficial as will a classroom teacher.

We have tried out these techniques in an incredible variety
of settings. In addition to the hundreds of schools and colleges
we have worked with, these have been used in places as varied
as the Occupy movement, corporations (including IBM, 3M, CA
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Technologies, ARCO Oil), post–Hurricane Sandy community
groups, the military, health care organizations, churches, and
nonprofit organizations such as the Theater Development Fund
in New York. Educational institutions using them have been as
diverse as fashion institutes, schools of mining, chiropractic and
Asian medicine colleges, schools for the deaf, seminaries, tribal
colleges, and, of course, multiple two- and four-year colleges and
universities.

So, if you’re looking for some quick and easy techniques to
try out in your meetings, workshops, or classrooms that will get
people participating, focus the conversation, and keep the energy
level high, then this is the book for you!

OVERVIEW OF CONTENTS

This book doesn’t have traditional chapters, just a listing of fifty
techniques we find applicable for multiple purposes in multiple
settings, We imagine readers approaching a meeting, class, or
workshop thinking, “I need to get more discussion going today,”
“as a group we need to listen better to what each other is saying,”
or “how am I going to democratize the session today so more
people participate?”

We created a brief user guide to the book that identifies ten
categories, each of which identifies a particular purpose the tech-
niques are suited to. If this is your first time working with a group,
you’d go to the first category on getting discussions going and
consider trying something from there. If you feel that a few
people are dominating the conversation then you’d consult the
category on democratizing participation and select one of the ten
techniques listed.
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This means you as a reader don’t need to look through a
list of fifty techniques and pick one that fits. And you don’t need
to go through this book sequentially. Instead you can start with
whichever of the following categories that seem to address your
situation the best and see if any of the techniques listed there
could work with your group.

• TopTenTechniques toGetDiscussionGoingwithNewGroups
• Top Ten Techniques to Promote Good Questioning
• Top Ten Techniques to Foster Active Listening
• Top Ten Techniques for Holding Discussions without Speech
• Top Ten Techniques to Get People out of their Comfort Zone
• Top Ten Techniques for Text-Based Discussions
• Top Ten Techniques to Democratize Participation
• Top Ten Techniques to Transition from Small to Large Groups
• Top Ten Techniques for Building Group Cohesion
• Top Ten Techniques for Discussions Requiring a Decision

Because many of the techniques we use show up in multiple
categories, we end with a list of the Top Ten Techniques That Best
Serve Multiple Discussion Purposes.

WEBSITE

As an accompaniment to the book we have created a website
devoted to it: www.thediscussionbook.com/. There you can find
out how to contact us, reviews and applications of the techniques
we’ve used, and examples of other techniques we couldn’t fit into
a short manual.
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I N T R O D U C T I O N

You all know the scene. Another day, another meeting, and a feel-
ing of complete pointlessness descending on you as you make your
way to the conference room. Or you trudge to a mandatory lead-
ership, staff, or professional development workshop expecting to
be alternately bored and chastised while an “expert” tells you how
you can be a better teacher, leader, decision maker, team member;
how you can think out of the box, incorporate technology, address
diversity, and generally be a pedagogic superhero. Alternatively you
plod to class knowing that your efforts to get students to discuss
the assigned reading will be met by awkward silence, averted eyes,
and a reluctance to talk that swirls in the classroom atmosphere
like a thick, Victorian London fog.

If you’re a participant in a mandatory training workshop or
departmental meeting you ask yourself, “Is there any way I can
surreptitiously get some useful work done while this charade is
happening?” When the leader or chair opens the session by saying
he welcomes all questions and that nothing is off the table you
think, “Yeah, right, how many times have I heard that before?” We
have all endured counterfeit meetings and discussions: those that
look as though some form of democratic group decision-making
process is happening but in which the currency on offer—people
engaged in apparently open-ended talk—is a forgery. It’s coun-
terfeit because although it looks like a genuine consideration of
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alternatives is happening, everyone knows the major decisions
lie outside the room. And, although it seems superficially as if
people are interested in, and eager to hear, what others have to
say, you know this is really a sophisticated form of organizational
playacting. You do it because this is what good teamwork is
supposed to look like. But take it seriously? No way.

If you’re running the event, it’s even more stressful. You enter
the room expecting a mix of apathy and resistance. If it’s a class,
you’re betting that the students won’t have done the prereading
that’s been assigned to inform the upcoming discussion and
that getting people to speak will be like drawing blood from
the proverbial stone. If it’s a meeting, you know that the usual
egomaniacs will dominate, often blocking any new initiatives you
propose. If it’s professional development training, you know there
will be clumps of resisters with their arms folded and locked high
across their chest. Their body language screams, “Motivate me to
find this interesting, I dare you!”

People are bored and burned with group routine. We
have all sat through so many lifeless classes, meetings, and
PowerPoint-dominated trainings that it’s no surprise that we have
become skeptical or cynical. As a bumper sticker we saw once said,
“no one dies wishing they had gone to more meetings.”

But this doesn’t have to be the case. The truth is that bad
group deliberation usually happens because no protocols or
exercises are used that involve everyone and that use multiple
forms of engagement. In The Discussion Book we provide our
top fifty strategies that get people talking in a purposeful and
energized way. From urban high schools to Ivy League doctoral
education programs, corporations to the military, international
development agencies to social movements, and community
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groups to health care organizations, we have found that what
people say they want is very consistent. They ask for very practical
techniques to help them do the following:

• Get students, employees, reports to, colleagues, and citizens
to participate more fully in group deliberation and decision
making

• Provide new ways of running groups so participants feel more
energized and engaged

• Encourage groups to keep focused on important topics, con-
tentious issues, and key questions instead of getting diverted
into trivia or avoidance

• Spur creativity so that people are actively asking unusual
questions, uncovering new perspectives, and proposing novel
solutions

• Increase genuine collaboration and teamwork, right from the
outset of a group’s time together

These goals are not easily achieved. But they will hardly
ever be realized if you rely on the mystery of group chemistry.
The keys to activating purposeful, productive, and participatory
discussions are actually very simple. In every institution, organi-
zation, or community we have worked, good, engrossing talk only
happens if the following conditions are in place:

• Protocols used are designed to equalize participation, keep peo-
ple focused, and encourage new questions and perspectives.

• A variety of deliberative and decision-making formats ensure
that people don’t lose energy by falling into typical routines
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