
8: Silent Debate

How to have a whole-class argument with never a cross word… or any words 
at all!

Suitable for Key Stages 3 to 5

Summary

An effective strategy for encouraging all pupils to
participate in discussion. 

What’s the point? 

Some pupils find the idea of contributing in class
intimidating, but this approach ensures that everyone
gets to have their ‘say’ without the fear of actually
speaking up. The fact that the classroom remains
silent means that pupils are totally focussed on the
task in hand, and no-one is able to hide in the hurly-burly of a voiced discussion. 

Part of the appeal of the task also lies in the novelty of being allowed to write on the desks.

In the classroom

Firstly, get your hands on some decent dry-wipe pens in a range of colours. You’ll also need some 
cloths to clean the desks at the end of the lesson.

Divide pupils into groups, and give each a topic to debate. You could link this to a text that the 
class is studying; for example, the class might debate who is to blame for the death of the Duchess
in Browning’s poem, My Last Duchess (as shown in the photograph above).

In each group, each student should have a different coloured pen. Individually, and in silence, 
students write down their ideas directly onto the desks. Set them a time limit for this. It’s also worth 
setting them a minimum number of points to make.

When the time is up, simply ask them to ‘argue’ with their colleagues’ points. Rather than doing it 
verbally, they simply add their comments to the ones already written. Pupils should be encouraged 
to help to develop ideas by adding questions, quotations and comments.

The work can be photographed at the end of the lesson in order to capture the learning.

And also…

Creative writing can also be a challenge for many pupils. Rather than
asking them to write in their exercise books, which can be a bar to
creativity, ask them to write on the desks instead. Pupils can peer-
assess each other’s work, and changes can be made without the fear
of ‘getting it wrong’. At the end of the lesson, take a photograph of the
work and stick it in their books.

Tips and techniques 

If you’re not keen on writing on desks, rolls of lining paper can be
bought cheaply and used to cover the desks. This has the added
advantage of being permanent and ‘stick-in-able’.
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