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Think-Pair-Share- More Than a Discussion Starter 
Read the Full Article Here:   

https://www.modelteaching.com/education-articles/teaching-strategies/think-pair-share-
more-than-a-discussion-starter  

 

We all know the Think-Pair-Share!  It’s a common student collaboration strategy that is 
seemingly ubiquitous across classrooms. But it has been around long enough that many 
teachers will treat it as routine to incorporate into the classroom, rather than thinking more 
deeply about it as a true learning strategy. For example, you pose a question to your 
students, they talk to a neighbor, a few pairs share out to the class, and the lesson moves 
on. While that in itself may feel very productive since students are talking and engaging 
with your question, when you look more closely, you may find some issues you didn’t 
notice at first glance. For example, you might have seen that some students were actually 
not engaged with your content, or a few pairs of students agreed on an idea too quickly 
without exploring more, or perhaps some students just didn’t know what to discuss and 
spent most of their time waiting for the teacher to move on.  

The model can be a powerful tool when properly planned for, but if implemented poorly, 
you may not see the student growth you expect. [https://www.ascd.org/blogs/getting-the-
think-pair-share-technique-right ] When it is well-designed and closely monitored, it 
becomes one of the most effective tools available for pushing students toward higher-
order thinking, strengthening academic discourse, and giving every learner a structured 
opportunity to process content before being asked to perform independently. 
[https://ablconnect.harvard.edu/pair-and-share-research] 

This article takes a practical look at what makes Think-Pair-Share a valuable discussion 
tool in your classroom to promote student collaboration.   

 

Collaborative Learning  

Collaborative learning emphasizes active student engagement and peer discussions on 
academic content, rather than passive reception of information.  

Collaborative learning is a term for the variety of educational approaches used in a 
classroom that centers on the interaction between peers in the classroom.  It is rooted in 
the idea that learning is best supported through collaborative activities and discourse 
between peer groups- students- in the classroom [https://teaching.cornell.edu/teaching-
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resources/active-collaborative-learning/collaborative-learning] . Collaborative learning 
does a few things in your classroom:  

• Promotes active learning within the classroom 
• Tends to lend itself to higher-level cognitive thinking and more rigorous 

classroom tasks 
• Allows for diverse points of view, methods for viewpoints to be challenged, and 

opportunities for ideas to be better refined through discourse and collaboration 
• Supports academic, social, and emotional skills as students learn to work 

together 

 

Think-Pair-Share falls into the category of collaborative learning, and what makes Think-
Pair-Share stand out among collaborative models is its built-in sequence. Students are not 
simply assigned to a group and given a topic to explore. The model moves in a deliberate 
order: individual reflection first, then paired discussion, then broader sharing with the 
class. That sequence removes a common barrier to participation. Students who might 
hesitate to speak in front of the class are given time to form and discuss their ideas with 
one peer before being asked to contribute publicly in front of the whole class. By the time a 
pair shares with the class, both students have already worked through the idea together 
and refined it. 

That scaffolding is what separates Think-Pair-Share from other types of discussions, like an 
informal class discussion. It gives students the processing time and the lower-stakes 
environment to engage more deeply, which leads to stronger contributions when ideas are 
shared out. 
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Before the Think-Pair-Share: The Question 

The most important feature of a strong think-pair-share activity is the question you ask your 
students. For a strong question to help properly guide your students’ discussions, your 
question should include a few key features:  

• It is open-ended.  The answers students produce should not be “closed” or 
allow only single responses. You want students to be able to analyze 
something in greater detail and provide a response that could vary between 
groups, but is still connected to your content.  

• It is rigorous.  You want to create a question that requires critical thinking 
skills as they are trying to answer or complete the prompt.  

• It is collaborative. Finally, you want to make sure that the question 
promotes collaboration in the peer group. The way you ask your questions 
will dictate whether students are required to share ideas with each other, and 
not just repeat information from memory.  

 

The Think Stage: Building Individual Accountability 

Asking students to record their individual responses in writing before pairing up is 
important for several reasons. It ensures that every student has processed the question 
independently, regardless of how outgoing or confident they are. It gives you, as the 
teacher, something concrete to check during the pair stage. And it holds students 
accountable to their own thinking instead of immediately deferring to their partner. 

A structured student worksheet is one of the most practical tools for making this stage 
work consistently. Rather than relying on a blank notebook page or a verbal prompt alone, a 
well-designed worksheet guides students through each stage of the process in sequence. 
The first field asks students to write down the question they are answering. Students who 
write out the question before they respond are more likely to stay focused on what is 
actually being asked rather than drifting into a related but less relevant direction. 

The next field can ask students to write their individual answers before any partner 
discussion begins. This is where response quality standards matter most, and where you 
can check in on individual student understanding as well. Students should be expected to 
write in complete sentences, include reasoning or evidence with their answers, and 
respond at a level that reflects the question's complexity. If a student writes a single word 
or a brief phrase where a full explanation is needed, that is information you can act on 
during the pair stage to immediately address misconceptions.  
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The Pair Stage: Where Collaboration Occurs 

The pair stage is where your students dig into the content and collaborate together. This is 
where students compare their individual thinking, challenge each other's reasoning, and 
work toward a shared understanding.  

Requiring students to continue to write down their responses at each stage in the think-
pair-share is important for you to be certain everyone is engaged and learning. First, 
students are asked to share their individual answers with their partners, then write down 
their partners' answers in a separate field. This requirement prevents the pair stage from 
becoming a one-sided exchange where one student talks while the other listens passively. 
When both students know they will need to record what their partner said, they are more 
likely to listen carefully and ask follow-up questions when something is unclear. Second, 
students are asked to agree on a shared answer to bring to the class discussion. That 
consensus step pushes students beyond simply comparing answers toward actually 
evaluating them together and deciding what holds up. This is where higher-order thinking 
begins to happen, and where you want students to spend most of their time. 

As students discuss together in pairs, you will be walking the room, checking in, and 
reading their written responses. Pay careful attention to pairs who agree immediately and 
stop talking. A quick agreement is often a sign that neither student has thought deeply 
enough about the question, or that one student has simply accepted the other's answer 
without evaluating it. When you observe this, a brief prompt can re-engage the pair: "What 
evidence are you using to support that?" or "Is there another way to look at this?" These 
kinds of questions push students back into genuine discussion without taking over the 
conversation yourself. 

 

The Share Stage: Connecting Ideas Across the Class 

The third stage in the think-pair-share stage, the share stage, allows for student pairs to be 
engaged in a whole-class discussion and share out in the larger group. When pairs share 
out, the teacher's job is to do more than take turns calling on groups and acknowledging 
their responses. The share stage is where the teacher connects ideas across pairs, 
highlights important distinctions, and helps students see how different approaches or 
conclusions relate to one another. 

A worksheet can again support this stage in two ways that are worth building into your 
expectations from the start. After the class discussion, students can be asked to record 
what new ideas they learned from what other pairs shared. Then, in a final field, they write 
their revised answer based on everything they heard from their partner and the class. These 
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two steps allow for a structured moment to synthesize what they learned from the broader 
conversation and apply it back to their own thinking.  

One of the most common issues in this stage is that not every pair gets a chance to 
contribute. If you call on three or four pairs and then move on, a portion of your class never 
participates in the broader discussion. Over time, students who are rarely called on learn 
that their preparation may not matter, which reduces their investment in the earlier stages. 

Keep a simple record of which pairs have shared and rotate through the class over time. 
Ask pairs who have not contributed whether they have something different to add. Invite 
specific pairs to respond to what another pair said, which keeps the discussion connected 
rather than a series of isolated reports. 

Finally, after pairs have shared, provide a clear recap. Summarize the key ideas, draw 
connections between the pair’s responses, and address any misconceptions that came up 
along the way.  

 

Monitoring for Understanding 

One of the most important lessons from collaborative learning research is that visible 
engagement is not necessarily the same as student learning [ 
https://cft.vanderbilt.edu/guides-sub-pages/setting-up-and-facilitating-group-work-using-
cooperative-learning-groups-effectively/] . A class that appears to be engaging in 
discussion can still produce poor outcomes on independent work if the teacher has not 
monitored the depth and accuracy of those conversations closely enough. 

You can watch for specific things during your think pair share activities: whether each 
student is using academic language tied to the lesson content; whether students are 
listening to each other and building on each other's ideas rather than talking past one 
another; whether both students are sharing responsibility for the conversation rather than 
one student driving the whole exchange; whether students are staying on task; and 
whether what each student has written reflects genuine understanding rather than surface-
level agreement. 

When you notice that a pair is struggling, resist the urge to answer the question for them. 
Instead, use prompts that guide their thinking back toward the content. Point them to what 
they have already written. Ask a narrower version of the original question to help them 
access the concept. The goal is to support their collaboration, not to replace it. 
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Using Think-Pair-Share to Its Full Potential 

Think-Pair-Share works best when teachers treat each of its three stages as intentional 
instructional processes rather than a simple routine to complete.  The think stage builds 
individual accountability, while the pair stage creates a structured, lower-stakes space for 
academic discourse and idea refinement. Then, the final share stage connects individual 
learning to broader class understanding and allows for deeper discussions of the content. 
And using something like a structured worksheet moves students through all of that 
deliberately, with each field serving as a prompt, a checkpoint, and a record of their 
thinking. 

To learn more about collaborative learning models, including the think-pair-share model, 
you can take the course: https://www.modelteaching.com/professional-
development/collaborative-learning-models-in-the-classroom  

 

Try this: Using the think-pair-share worksheet, available for download below, craft a strong 
question and then purposefully pair your students for this activity.  Teach your students 
how to record their responses and guide them as they learn to thoughtfully discuss content 
in your classroom. Provide them with the worksheet as a guide for their discussions.  

 

References 

Kaddoura, Mahmoud. "Think pair share: a teaching learning strategy to enhance students' 
critical thinking." Educational research quarterly 36.4 (2013): 3-24. 

Mundelsee, Lukas & Jurkowski, Susanne. (2021). Think and pair before share: Effects of 
collaboration on students' in-class participation. Learning and Individual Differences. 88. 
102015.  

Summers, M., Volet, S. Group work does not necessarily equal collaborative learning: 
evidence from observations and self-reports. Eur J Psychol Educ 25, 473–492 (2010).   

Tenenbaum, H. R., Winstone, N. E., Leman, P. J., & Avery, R. E. (2020). "How effective is peer 
interaction in facilitating learning? A meta-analysis." Journal of Educational Psychology, 
112(7), 1303-1319. 

Yang X. A Historical Review of Collaborative Learning and Cooperative Learning. 
TechTrends. 2023 Jan 21:1-11. doi: 10.1007/s11528-022-00823-9.  

 

https://www.modelteaching.com/teacher-salary-advancement-courses
https://www.modelteaching.com/online-professional-development
https://www.modelteaching.com/pd-courses-for-schools-districts
https://www.modelteaching.com/professional-development/collaborative-learning-models-in-the-classroom
https://www.modelteaching.com/professional-development/collaborative-learning-models-in-the-classroom

