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Tip #20: Fishbowl Discussions

Do you have difficulty managing a class
discussion with 30 students? Do you feel like
certain students dominate in large group
settings making it hard to get everyone
involved and staying on task? Consider using
a fishbowl discussion format. This strategy
allows you to have an intense discussion with
only half of your class while the other half
observes and analyzes the interactions.

1. For a class of 30, prepare 15 fishbowl
index cards and 15 goldfish index
cards. Place the cards in a basket and
ask students to draw cards randomly.
The attached page has graphics for
you to duplicate.

2. Students who draw goldfish cards will
form the inside circle. They will be
the ones to have the discussion. Warn
them in advance that they will be
carefully observed and data will be
collected on their discussion.

3. The students who pull out fishbowl
cards will form the outside circle.
They will be observing only. It is like
they are peering into a fishbowl and
watching the goldfish. These students
will complete a data gathering sheet.
Number off the students in both
circles. Have student #1 in the
outside circle observe and analyze the
discussion behavior of student #1 in
the inside circle. Use this form for
data gathering. (Be sure to look the
completed forms over carefully before
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you give them to the students in the
inside circle. Make sure students have
been respectful and fair with their
observations.)

4. Reverse the roles for your next class
discussion. It is very important that
each student experiences being in the
discussion and being an observer.
After you have reversed the roles, go
back to a random draw for your next
discussion. This will mix up the group
dynamics.

Listening

Often students need to be taught how to
listen. We expect them to come to us with
these skills, but sometimes it is necessary to
reteach them. To practice the skill of
listening, have students find a partner. Let
one of the students talk on a prompt you have
provided while the other student listens. (A
prompt could be as simple as a movie they
have recently seen, etc.) Insist that the
listeners use eye contact and body language
only. The listeners should not be allowed to
verbalize or interrupt in any way. Set a goal
for one minute of talking and listening, and
then reverse the student roles. The next time
you practice, increase the time. Ask students
to explain how they felt being able to speak
without interruption and having complete
attention. Ask the listener how it felt
acknowledging the speaker only with the use
of eye contact and body language.
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Directions:

For a classroom of 30 students, duplicate 15 goldfish and 15 goldfish
bowls. Then cut them out and laminate them individually to index cards.
Students should choose the cards randomly from a basket to determine
their roles in the discussion.
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