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ELEMENTS OF SOCRATIC SEMINARS
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Socrates believed that enabling students to think for themselves was more important than filling their heads with 'right" answers. In a Socratic Seminar, participants seek deeper understanding of complex Ideas through rigorously thoughtful dialogue, rather than by memorizing bits of information or meeting arbitrary demands for 'coverage.'

A Socratic Seminar fosters active learning as participants explore and evaluate the ideas, issues, and values in a particular text. A good seminar consists of four interdependent. Elements:
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The Text: Seminar texts are chosen for their richness in ideas, issues, and values and their ability to stimulate extended, thoughtful dialogue. A text can be taken from readings in literature, history, science, math, health, and philosophy or from works of art or music. A good text raises important questions in participants' minds, questions for which there are no right or wrong answers.

[image: image3.emf]








The Question: A Seminar opens with a questions either posed by the leader or solicited from the participants as they acquire more experience in seminars. An opening question has no right or wrong answer, instead it leads the participants back to the text as they speculate, evaluate, define, and clarity the issues involved. Responses to the opening question generates new questions, in this way, the line of inquiry evolves on the spot rather than being pre‑determined by the leader.
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The Leader: The Seminar leader chooses the text, creates the question that leads to thoughtful exploration of the ideas in the text, keeps the discussion focused on the text, asks follow‑up questions, helps involve reluctant participants, while restraining more vocal peers. The leader must be patient enough to allow participants' understandings to evolve and be willing to allow participants to explore non‑traditional insights and unexpected interpretations. Before each new seminar the leader offers coaching and practice in specific habits of mind that improve reading, thinking, and discussing.

The Participants: In Seminar, participants share the responsibility for the quality of the seminar. Good seminars occur when participants study the text closely prior to the discussion, listen actively, share their ideas and questions in response to ideas and questions of others, and search for evidence in the text to support their ideas. The goal of the participants is to come to a better understanding of the text than when they first started. The idea is that each participant holds a piece to the puzzle. Only through questioning and dialogue can they see the bigger picture. Participants acquire good seminar behavior through participating in seminars regularly and reflecting on them afterward. Eventually, the participants realize the leader is not looking for a right answer, but is encouraging them to think out loud and to exchange ideas openly.

The Role of the Leader

· know the text well before you begin

· have a series of questions about the text ready to help define the discussion and give it direction

· have NO predetermined agenda to get the RIGHT answer; instead, think of the seminar as a joint search

· be an active listener

· have respect for each participant

· help participants work cooperatively, not competitively

· involve reluctant participants while restraining more vocal members

· facilitate discussion among participants rather than with you, the leader

· examine and query responses by participants trying to draw out reasons and implications in the thinking

· help participants rephrase questions and answers for clarity if necessary

· encourage participants to USE THE TEXT to support their responses

· be patient enough to allow participants’ understanding to evolve

Guidelines for Questioning

The learning in the seminar occurs based on the kinds of questions asked. Keep these guidelines in mind for questions.

· develop opening, core, and closing questions before the seminar so that you are prepared to keep the discussion going if necessary

· be sure your questions are void of judgment and derived from the text 

· ask questions that raise questions

· avoid using YES/NO questions

· ask hypothetical and complex questions

· ask questions in which there are no right or wrong answers

· continue to ask “Why?” or to probe the responses of the participants with further questioning

· allow yourself to both guide the discussion with your questioning but to go with it as well

Example Questions

· By what reasoning did you come to that conclusion?

· What would you say to someone who said ____________?

· Are the reasons adequate? Why?

· What led you to that belief?

· How does that apply to this case?

· What would change your mind?

· Who is in the position to know if that is so?

· Why did you say “they?”

· What view would be in opposition to what you are saying?
The Role of the Seminar Participant

Preparing for the seminar

· read the text carefully and for understanding

· use highlighters to mark crucial text and make notes in margins

· look for places where the author is stating his views, arguing for them, or raising questions

· make connections between parts of the text by using your marginal notes

· think about what you have read and how you understand it

· make connections between the ideas in the text and what you know in your life and the lives of others

During the seminar

· be prepared to participate; the quality of the seminar is diminished when participants speak without preparation

· refer to the text often and when needed; a seminar is not testing memory

· ask good questions and for clarification when confused

· take turns speaking instead of raising hands

· listen carefully and actively to your fellow participants

· speak so that all can hear you

· dialogue with your fellow participants, not just the leader

· discuss the ideas of the text, not each other’s opinions

· show respect for differing ideas, thoughts, and values

· give evidence and examples to support your responses

· help fellow participants clarify questions and responses

· keep your mind open to new ideas and possibilities

Critiquing or Debriefing the Seminar

Spending some time after the seminar to critique and evaluate the process is critical. This reflection allows for the growth of the skills necessary to achieve quality seminars and high levels of thinking. The following questions may be asked of participants or outer circle observers to help evaluate the seminar process.

Questions to ask about a Socratic Seminar

Did the participants . . .

· speak loudly and clearly?

· cite reasons and evidence for their statements?

· use the text to find support?

· listen to others respectfully?

· stick with the subject?

· talk to each other, not just the leader?

· paraphrase accurately?

· ask for help to clear up confusion?

· support each other?

· avoid hostile exchanges?

· question each other in a civil manner?

· seem prepared?

Did the leader . . .

· get participants engaged early? How?

· make sure that questions were understood?

· ask questions that led to further questions?

· use answers as the basis to follow-up questions?

· allow for discussion of disagreements?

· listen carefully to participants’ statements?

· accept participants’ answers without judgment?

· keep attention on ideas in the text/art being discussed?

· correct misreadings of the text?

· allow time (pauses) for thinking?

· draw out reasons and implications?

· draw in all participants?

In the course of the seminar . . .

· what was the most interesting question?

· what was the most interesting idea to come from a participant?

· what was the best thing you observed?

· what was the most troubling thing you observed?

· what do you think should be done differently in the next seminar?

1 of 5

