FISHBOWL DISCUSSION

Seeking Deeper Understanding of Complex Ideas Through Thoughtful Dialogue
Instructional Difficulty
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Summary
The fishbowl model is designed to help students examine ideas through dialogue. The class
is divided into two groups: one inner circle of students (the fishbowl) and one circle of
students sitting around the fishbowl. Students seated inside the fishbowl actively participate
in a discussion with one another by asking questions, sharing opinions, etc. Students in the
outer circle do not participate verbally but listen carefully to the ideas presented, and are
often encouraged to take notes, write down questions, etc. Students take turns in these
roles, so that they practice being both contributors and listeners in the group discussion. In
this format, the students lead the discussion, often without a facilitator, so it is essential
they take time to prepare for their participation beforehand. This model is particularly
useful when you want to make sure all students participate in a discussion and when you
need a structure for discussing controversial or difficult topics. By posing and discussing
questions, students consider a number of perspectives and deepen their understanding of
controversial topics. As the discussion progresses, contradictory ideas are weighed logically
with a focus on forming resolutions and seeking to understand one another.
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Learn more about these icons at Design4Catalyst.com

Why it Matters
Fishbowl discussions allow students
to construct new knowledge by
interacting with the ideas and
understandings of others. This
emphasizes how they "own" their
individual understanding, which is
then based on a wider range of
perspectives. The dialogic approach
also
improves
retention
and
ultimately increases the transfer of
knowledge, while encouraging a
strong community focus.

Mix It Up
A fishbowl can be utilized when there
are two distinct positions or
arguments. Each group has an
opportunity to discuss the issue
while the other group observes. The
goal of this technique is for one
group to gain insight about the other
perspective with an intent to
understand—not prove them wrong.
This is not a debate, but rather a
chance to listen. After each group
has had a chance to listen and
discuss, you may then transition into
a larger group discussion about the
topic or have both sides discuss their
questions and ideas with those
representing the other side of the
issue.
A fishbowl can also be used to solve
a
complex
problem,
where
everyone in the room is seeking to
gain a deeper understanding of the
issues. They share insights and ask
questions then transition into a
brainstorming session on potential
solutions.
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1 TEXT & ESSENTIAL QUESTIONS
Choose a text related to the big ideas you you
want to discuss. Give students specific
directions on how to process and engage
with the text prior to the discussion.
The text can range from a piece of art, music,
a video clip, a reading, a demonstration, a
case study, or even a common experience that
students previously participated in.
Choose an issue or create a set of essential
questions (or at least one) based on the text,
which are broad, abstract, and engaging.
Issues and essential questions may transcend
the text. In other words, they might be larger
than what is obvious in the text.
Ultimately, the discussion should help
students answer these broad questions or
develop solutions to the issues.

2 PREPARE STUDENTS
Teach students to formulate open-ended
questions of varying cognitive demand to ensure
thoughtful discussions. There are several ways
to develop questions. One common method is
using Bloom's Revised Taxonomy.
REMEMBER questions ask to recall, restate, or
remember learned information.
UNDERSTAND questions ask to make sense of the
information by interpreting and translating what is
learned.
APPLY questions ask to use information in a context
different from the one in which it was learned.
ANALYZE questions ask to break down the learned
information into its parts.
EVALUATE questions ask to make decisions based on
reflection and assessment.
CREATE questions ask to develop new ideas and
information.

Ground Rules & Expectations

3 SET UP THE ROOM
Have the students sit in two circles, one
inside fishbowl circle and one outer circle of
observers. The observers typically take notes
and those in the fishbowl discuss the topic.
There are several ways to structure the
involvement and participation between the
two circles. Sometimes the instructor will just
say "switch" after 10-15 minutes, at which
time a selected group of listeners enter the
fishbowl and speakers join the audience.
You may also divide the class into
partnerships where one partner listens while
the other participates in the discussion. Both
circles are the same size in this method.
Another common structure is the "tap"
system, where students on the outside of the
fishbowl gently tap a student on the inside,
indicating they should switch roles.
What will you assess?

Make connections with the ideas of others
Ask a thought provoking question
Build on the ideas of others

Student
Interaction

Demonstrate a synthesis with the ideas
from the text or another person
With an opposing view, first seek to
understand before seeking to be understood.

4 INTRODUCTION
Introduce the fishbowl to the students. Let them know
that a major purpose is to help them gain empathy
and learn to think for themselves as they engage in
intellectual interaction with others.
Explain that discussions are designed to allow
students
to
practice
dialogue
with
certain
characteristics such as openness to ideas from the text
that disconfirm previously held beliefs and acceptance
of other viewpoints as valid and as a way to discover a
common ground.
With your students, then review your chosen criteria
for fruitful participation. For example, what will the
outer circle do while listening to the dialogue? Will they
prepare questions for or evaluate a partner? Will they
attempt to synthesize ideas in notes specifically
looking for common ground, misunderstanding,
biases, etc.? Will they analyze the rhetoric in the
conversation? Whatever you choose, be clear about
these expectations.

5 DISCUSSION
Open the discussion with the essential
question, possibly write it on the wall, and
then turn the time to the students.
You may not formally facilitate, but you may
need to
occasionally ask follow-up
questions that force students to reason
aloud and air their thoughts. The tone of
the probing should be encouraging as you
ask students what they think and if they can
support their ideas.

Discussion's
Impact on
Thinking

6 EVALUATION
Finish by asking students to debrief the
fishbowl and their own learning in
relation to the objectives. This can be done
as a continued full class discussion, in
small groups, on an exit card, individual
conferences with the instructor, etc.
Students can be also assessed individually
for their learning in several ways. On one
side of the spectrum, you might assess
students on how they interacted with
others. Did they speak clearly, cite
sources, listen actively, etc. On the flip
side, you may also choose to assess how
the discussion influenced or changed their
thinking of the topic, which can be done in
the form of a reflection, brief paper, etc.

