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APPENDIX 4: DEBRIEFING

The doing of a particular activity can be powerful. Likewise, reflecting on ar -

debriefing about the activity can be enlightening. An experiential educator neei
to use a balance of both doing and reflecting to make teaching and learning mos:

effective. Recall the Experiential Learning Cycle that was described in Cn:

Introduction. This theoretical model highlights the role of the debrief as a chanc.
for a number of key things to occur. These include replaying important momen=
in the activity so that everyone is reminded of what actually happened, and forn-
ing some generalizations about behaviors and team or individual performanc.
The final step in this process is helping students to understand how to transit:
these generalizations to other activities-and, most importantly, to other real-li:=

situations.
Facilitation of the Experiential Learning Cycle process is often referred to as th=

Aduenture Waae. .

The Adventure \fave is a simple way of describing the steps that are alreadr-

designed and incorporated into each lesson. The start of the \Vave is the Brief or
Framing of the activity. This sets the stage for what is to be done, in essence cre-

ating the atmosphere. The Doing or Playing is the actual performance/execution
of the activity. The end of the \fave is the Debrief or Discussion period, that crit-
ical step where students are given an opportunity to glean important learning from
what they have done. Not every individual game needs to go through this'Wave.
but every lesson or series of games should. As educators become more comfortable
with Adventure activities, it becomes easier for them to know when to take the
time to step back and reflect and when it is better to move on. Overprocessing can

be as deadly as underprocessing.

Discussion is the most prevalent debriefing technique used in Adventure edu-

cation today. It is also the most common technique that is overused. Particularly
with this age group, keep discussions short and simple and keep the process mov-
ing. A good discussion session can be terrific. Yet, if done after every activiry with
no other medium through which students can express themselves, those who are

uncomfortable about speaking to the group, auditory learners and nonverbal
learners can be lost. Discussion, day in and day out, can also get boring. So, a bal-
anced approach is often the most effective way in which to keep students' interest
in the reflection aspect of the Adventure'Wave. As mentioned in the Introduction,

i

l



the Debrief should review the basic themes of "\7hat happened?", "So what about

what has occurred?", and the critical transfer, "Now what do we do with this infor-
mation?" Of course, this needs to remain age appropriate.

After each activity in this book a list of discussion questions is included. These

can serve as topic suggestions that can either be discussed or explored in a variety

of different ways. Following are some of the different ways in which to approach

a Debrief.

Debriefing Techniques

There is quite a difference between a Kindergarten student and a fifth grade stu-

dent. Some of the techniques below may not be as appropriate for one grade as

they are for another. As always, you the expert, should select appropriate methods

for your classes. In most cases, discussion sessions are not appropriate for the early

elementary grades and when they are used they need to be immediate and connect

directly to the activiqF.

FREEZE: Considering how important the immediaq, of feedback and reflection is

for this age group, this debrief technique is excellent. Rather than wait until the

activify is completed, ask the class to "freeze" and stop action during the activity.

Once "frozei'pose a relevant question for students to consider, to respond to in
one of the following ways, or stop for a brief discussion.

THUMB-o-METER: This is a quick acdvity that allows the teacher to see reactions

to an experience from the entire class all at once. Show students a "thumbs up"

symbol, which designates the most positive response to the debrief question, a

"thumbs sideways" shows a medium response to the question asked, and a
"thumbs down" shows the most negative response to the question asked. A ques-

tion or statement that you may pose may be something like "the class worked very

well together in this activity". Students are given a brief moment to consider their
response, and all at once they are asked to show their 'thumbs". This can also be

done with eyes closed if the teacher is looking for feedback that does not need to
be shared with the rest of the group.

FIST To rlve: Similar to thumbs up, fist to five is another method that allows the

teacher to get reactions from the entire class quickly. Rather than using the

thumbs up method, give students a rating scale of 0-5, 0 being the lowest, 5

being the highest. Ask a question and have the class respond using this rating tool
by showing the correct number of fingers that accurately represents their response

to the question.

FULL vALUE woRDS: Continually weaving in the firll value words of playing safe, play-

ing fair, and playing hard is a nice, simple way of getting responses from students.

Questions such as "rVhich value did we do the best at?" or "\Which value did we for-

get about?" gives children a framework from which to share their impressions.



cATEGoRIES/rexn A ST?IND: This is an acrive debriefing technique. Have students
place themselves in areas of the gym according to how they answer the reflection
questions you ask. Once all students have chosen an area, ask each of the groups
for a few examples of why they answered as they did.

TRJADS AND DYADS: The difference between talking in front of a large class versus

talking to a partner is dramatic for many students. Splitting the class into rwos or
threes is a wonderful way to gain more participation in the discussion. Often, it is

effective to have small groups share key points of their discussions with the larger
class.

VIDEo: Ask the class to close their eyes while you do a brief guided imagery of the
initiative that you are debriefing.As you guide them through the factual review of
what happened, ask students to "stop the video," mentally and silently, on a par-
ticular frame that is poignant for them individually. The frame should be relevant
to the theme you are focusing on. \7hen your imagery is done, ask students to
share with the class the frames that they have selected.

SNAPSHOT As in the video technique above, ask students to reflect silently on the
past initiative. Individually, they are to take a mental snapshot of a key moment,
frame it in a particular frame, and then verbally present this snapshot to the class.

PLAY DOUGH: Nonverbal students often love this. Ask each person or small group
to create a play dough representation to answer a question posed or to illustrate
their reaction or thoughts on an activity or event.

PIPE CLEANERS: Easier to store and less messy than play dough, pipe cleaners can

serve the same function as play dough.

FEELINGS MARKETPLACE CARDS: These are a "must have" in your Adventure bag of
tricks. This series of cards, each with a feeling creatively written on it, are very ver-
satile. In general, they offer students a choice of words to select to help them share

or explain their emotions about whatever you are debriefing. The cards can be

selected to describe oneseli given to someone else as a feedback tool, to describe

the class or the group, etc. Be creative with these cards.

STAIUE oR POSTURE: Kinesthetic learners will be engaged when asked to stand in
postures or as statues to describe their reflections on an activity. Small-group and
fi.rll-class statues are effective as well.

JOURNAIS: Journal writing or drawing can be both an assessment tool and a reflec-

tion tool. Asking students to spend time reflecting in their journals, and then ver-

bally sharing key points with partners or the class, can help those who are comfort-
able with writing or drawing to share their thoughts with the group. Ifjournaling is



used, be sure to tell people before they begin that they will be asked to share their
thoughts. If you are collecting the journals, do not correct for grammar and spelling.
Let the journals be a place where students feel free ro express themselves.

BUMPER STICKERS OR HEADLINERS: Have students create individual bumper stick-
ers or newsPaPer headlines that capture the performance of the class (or other sit-
uations you may assign). Providing colorful markers makes this an even more cre-
ative outlet for the artists in the class.

HIGH-LOW QUICK'!7HIPS, ONE'WORD: These are all large- or small-group debrief-
ing techniques that canvary the rypical discussion format. For High-Low, ask each

person to describe his or her personal high for an activity, and then the personal
low. Quick \flhips and One'Word debriefs involve simply asking students to
quickly say the one word or sentence that describes what they felt about a partic-
ular event or activity.

Debriefing Tips for Teachers

1. Dont be afraid of debriefing. Students will, even young srudents, talk, share

and reflect if given the right tools.

2. Be flexible. If one question does not elicit any response, ask a different one or
use a different technique.

3. Dont overprocess. Sometimes it is more powerful to just move on to rhe nexr
activity, allowing the group to transfer their learning naturally.

4. Use a circle. Creating a physical setting that allows for good discussion and
sharing is important. 'With 

young children, getring into a circle can be an
activity onto itself,

5. Tty new things. Dont get caught just asking quesrions. Give some of the
above suggestions a try!

6. Dont ask, "How did that make you feel?" over and over again. Feeling ques-
tions are hard to answer.

7. Be playful even in the Debrief The discussion does nor have to be heavy.

8. Be careful of any cans of worms you may open. If a Debrief begins to ger

heavy, make sure that you have the skills-and the dms-1e manage or rer-
minate the topic appropriately.

9. Stay focused on the lesson objectives when preparing quesrions. Keep the
goals of the activity in mind as you design the Debriefi Remember with
younger students, keep your questions focused directly on the experience and
do so during or immediately after the activity.

10. Listen. Students will have a lot to say and will say it in different ways. Listen.


