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Notes from The Learning Nugget 
Engaging Students through Silent Discussions 

A Culturally Responsive Technique for Promoting Voice and Inclusivity 
 
Conducting a silent discussion (aka a Big Paper discussion) is culturally responsive technique that 
is particularly beneficial when discussing potentially difficult  content. In such cases, the goal is to 
enable students to process their thoughts and feelings in constructive ways so that different points 
of view can be heard.   Below are of the key advantages of this technique that makes it compatible 
with culturally responsive pedagogy. 

It promotes inclusivity and equal participation. 

Encourages Participation from All Students: Silent discussions ensure that every student can 
participate, which can be particularly beneficial for introverted students or those who may feel 
intimidated by verbal discussions. This format allows students to express their thoughts without 
the pressure of speaking in front of the class. 

Reduces Dominance by Vocal Students: In traditional discussions, a few students often dominate 
the conversation. Silent discussions prevent this by giving each student an equal chance to 
contribute through writing. 

It promotes critical thinking and reflection. 

Promotes Deeper Thinking: Writing allows students more time to think and refine their ideas before 
sharing them. This can lead to more thoughtful and well-considered contributions compared to 
spontaneous verbal responses. 

Encourages Reflection: Students can read and reflect on their classmates' responses, which can 
lead to a deeper understanding of different perspectives and enhance critical thinking skills. 

It creates a safer environment for discussing sensitive topics. 

Facilitates Discussion of Sensitive Topics: Silent discussions provide a safe space for students to 
explore and express their thoughts on sensitive or contentious issues without fear of immediate 
judgment or confrontation. This can lead to more honest and open exchanges of ideas. 

Reduces Emotional Tension: By removing the vocal element, silent discussions can help reduce 
the emotional intensity that sometimes accompanies difficult topics, allowing for more rational 
and measured exchanges. 

 

 

 

 



 
 

Robin Daniels, Ed.D.        Educational Consultant    www.robinhdaniels.com 
 

 

 

It enables teachers to better assess students’ understanding and make corrections. 

Creates a Written Record: The written format of silent discussions provides a tangible record of 
student thoughts and interactions. This enables teachers to assess understanding and 
engagement, as well as for students to revisit their own and others' ideas later. 

Correction of Outdated Terms or Concepts: As students write, teachers can make note of terms 
and concepts used. For example, a students may say “oriental people” for Asian Americans or 
“colored people” in referring to Black Americans or People of Color, in general. These are outdated 
terms that should be corrected before dialogue resumes. However, teachers can make this 
correction by simply saying, “I noticed some of the terms used in your silent discussions. Let’s do 
some review so we can bring these terms up to date.”  

Overall, silent discussions are a versatile tool that can enhance learning by fostering inclusivity, 
encouraging deeper reflection, and providing a safe environment for exploring complex issues. 
Because of these attributes, they are considered culturally responsive techniques for exploring 
potentially difficult discussions.  

 

Resource: 

https://www.facinghistory.org/resource-library/big-paper-building-silent-conversation 


