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Discussion and questioning techniques can help to deepen students’ understanding of material and skills.  Research is abundant on this topic and the advantages of student discussion and questioning are hard to miss.  Critical thinking needs to be taught strategically, and now with new standards requiring students to form their own opinions and supporting their thinking with text-based evidence, teaching critical thinking is more important than ever.  
There are many ways to incorporate discussions and questioning techniques in your class to get students to think critically and dig deeper.  The teacher may pose a higher order question and then model the thinking process; that is, he or she must do a Think Aloud.  During a Think Aloud, the teacher verbalizes the thought process.  It might sound something like, “I remember that I read in the story that they were packing a suitcase.  The main character said that he was packing his bathing suit and sunscreen.  The mother in the story also said something about needing a big umbrella.  I am going to make an inference that this family is packing for a trip to the beach.”   Think Alouds are one way to teach how a good reader thinks critically.  
After modeling higher order thinking, teachers must pass the responsibility on to the children.  One way to promote discussion and questioning is to give students question starters or stems as they work in groups to engage in conversations about both fiction and nonfiction texts.   Teacher can post a list of the higher order question starters or stems so that during discussions, students can use the list as a resource when they need to dig deeper into a specific topic.  
Discussions can come in a variety of forms, and the following formats allow for maximum participation and deeper engagement.
· Turn and Talk  –  Students turn to their shoulder partner and discuss an assigned topic.
· Think, Pair, Share  –  Students first think independently about an assigned topic or a posed question, and then pair with a partner and together share their thoughts. 
· Talking Chips  –  Small groups of students sit together to discuss an assigned topic or a posed question; each student gets an equal number of chips.  Every time each person contributes to the discussion, he or she puts one of the chips in the middle of the table.  This ensures everyone’s participation and input.  It also encourages the quieter ones to contribute, while holding back the students who may dominate the conversation.

· Whole Class Discussions – Students sit in a circle so they can see each other.  The teacher begins with a question and then facilitates the discussion, allowing students to lead it.  The teacher’s roles are to encourage students to add on to another’s ideas or comments and to teach students how to agree or disagree with one another in order to gain different perspectives.

Excellent teaching is not only about what the teacher does; it is also about the students’ actions as well.  The Louisiana Department of Education’s teacher evaluation system, Compass, includes an indicator entitled Using Questioning and Discussion Techniques. This indicator points to the use of questioning from the teacher, but teachers obtain the highest ratings from student-to-student interactions.  Additionally, Compass points to the role of the teacher as facilitator rather than the “sage on stage.”  The use of questioning and discussion techniques will help each teacher achieve that next level of Compass proficiency, thereby increasing student achievement.
The Louisiana Reading Association supports and encourages the use of questioning and discussion techniques.   The use of questioning and discussion can encourage students to deepen their understanding and to think critically.  This type of thinking will help our students to be better prepared to face more rigorous standards and to be able to think critically and analyze both nonfiction text and literature.
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