Socratic Seminars
“The unexamined life is not worth living.”

-Socrates-

Background

The Socratic method of teaching is based on Socrates’ theory that it is more important to enable students to think for themselves than to merely fill their heads with “right” answers. Therefore, he regularly engaged his pupils in dialogues by responding to their questions with questions, instead of answers. This process encourages divergent thinking rather than convergent.

Students are given opportunities to “examine” a common piece of text, whether it is in the form of a novel, poem, art print, or piece of music. After “reading” the common text “like a love letter”, open-ended questions are posed.

Open-ended questions allow students to think critically, analyze multiple meanings in text, and express ideas with clarity and confidence. After all, a certain degree of emotional safety is felt by participants when they understand that this format is based on dialogue and not discussion/debate.

Dialogue is exploratory and involves the suspension of biases and prejudices. Discussion/debate is a transfer of information designed to win an argument and bring closure. Americans are great at discussion/debate. We do not dialogue well. However, once teachers and students learn to dialogue, they find that the ability to ask meaningful questions that stimulate thoughtful interchanges of ideas is more important than “the answer.”

Participants in Socratic Seminar respond to one another with respect by carefully listening instead of interrupting. Students are encouraged to “paraphrase” essential elements of another’s ideas before responding, either in support of or in disagreement. Members of the dialogue look each other in the “eyes” and use each other’s names. This simple act of socialization reinforces appropriate behaviors and promotes team building.
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Socratic Seminar Goals

To have students…

· Increase their understanding of ideas as presented by the work at hand

· Talk to one another, not just to the teacher

· Be actively involved in their own learning

· Think better and more clearly

· Speak more articulately

· Listen better

· Read better

· Take responsibility for the seminar themselves

· Be exposed to great writing and works of art

Indications That These Goals Are Being Met

During the seminar, students…

· Refer to the text to support their ideas

· Ask good questions

· Change their minds

· Direct the group back to the question at hand when conversation wanders

· Encourage quiet students who wish to speak

· Back up their statements with examples and reasons

· Refer to comments made by other students

· Refer to other readings the group has used in seminar

· Laugh!
A Socratic Seminar Guide for Teachers

1. Choose a text. Good texts are ones that interest the students. Paragraphs and lines (or portions of a score or painting) need to be easily identified and referenced.

2. Design possible opening questions. Good opening questions:


*arise from genuine interest or curiosity on the part of the teacher,


*are open to interpretation (no right or wrong answer),


*foster analysis and a greater understanding of the text,


*are supportable by the text (answered by reference to text),


*are framed in such a way that they generate dialogue from the students.

3. Teach any background information necessary for a good understanding of the text. This prevents the need for the teacher to interrupt the discussion to clarify or provide additional information.

4. Have the students put their desks or chairs in circle so that they can see each other.

5. If you choose, select a student to critique, trouble-shoot, record main and dropped ideas, journal on what they heard, etc. Students who didn’t do the necessary reading or randomly chosen students can take on this role. This student will sit outside of the seminar circle to observe the discussion and interaction.

6. Start by explaining the Socratic Seminar to the students.


*Explain that the conversation is theirs, and that your question is a starting point which they can move away from as they pose ideas and questions that are more interesting to them as long as the new ideas and questions can be discussed in terms of the text.


*Tell the students to direct their comments to other students and explain to them that you will not comment on what they say, since this will cause them to talk to you rather than to each other. It may help if you look down or avoid eye contact until the discussion takes off on its own.


*Encourage the students to think before they talk, try to comment, or add on to what others have said. Listen to others.

7. Toss out the question.

Troubleshooting

1. Students have learned to be passive, and this activity can be risky for some students, so it may take time for some groups to catch on. The conversation is likely to have stops and starts, but it is crucial that the teacher not step in and try to rescue the conversation. If the conversation goes dead, wait. Students will find the silence unbearable before the teacher does. Your silence also indicates your level of commitment to the activity.

2. If students ask you a question, throw it out to the group or ask the questioner what his/her opinion is. Answer factual questions only if there is no way around it.

3. Keep students from having side conversations.

4. Ask students to cite support from the text if the conversation begins to wander.

5. Invite students to participate.

6. Keep conversations from becoming a debate or a debasement of others.

7. Ask students to question their assumptions.

8. Manipulate the amount of participation. For example, if only a few students are speaking, the teacher might say, “everyone who has spoken so far, look at the clock, and don’t jump in for five minutes.” Or if one gender is dominating the conversation, ask for the other to speak for the next five minutes.

9. Use the observer to your advantage if the conversation is truly dying out prematurely. Ask the student(s) sitting there to summarize or comment on what they have heard. Ask them to reintroduce the points they thought were especially good or prematurely dropped. This strategy can often reignite the conversation.

10. End the seminar when it feels done. If things go really well, a student may suggest another poem, text, or section to discuss which correlates well with the original text.

11. Critique the seminar. Go around the circle and ask each student about the experience. What was good about it? What was not so good? What could be improved for the next time? Let the observer(s) discuss the group dynamics, but be careful that they focus their comments on group rather than individual behaviors.
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A Guide for Developing Socratic Questions

WORLD CONNECTION QUESTION:

Write a question connecting the text to the real world.


Example: If you were given only 24 hours to pack your most precious belongings in a back pack and to get ready to leave your home town, what might you pack? (After reading the first 30 pages of NIGHT).

CLOSE-ENDED QUESTION:

Write a question about the text that will help everyone in the class come to an agreement about events or characters in the text. This question usually has a “correct” answer.


Example: What happened to Hester Pyrnne’s husband that she was left alone in Boston without family? (After the first four chapters of THE SCARLET LETTER).

OPEN-ENDED QUESTION:

Write an insightful question about the text that will require proof and group discussion and “construction of logic” to discover or explore the answer to the question.


Example: Why did Gene hesitate to reveal the truth about the accident to Finny that first day in the infirmary? (After mid-point of A SEPARATE PEACE).

UNIVERSAL THEME/CORE QUESTION:

Write a question dealing with a theme(s) of the text that will encourage group discussion about the universality of the text.


Example: After reading John Gardner’s GRENDEL, can you pick out its existential elements?

LITERARY ANALYSIS QUESTION:

Write a question dealing with HOW an author chose to compose a literary piece. How did the author manipulate point of view, characterization, poetic form, archetypal hero patterns, for example?


Example: In MAMA FLORA’S FAMILY, why is it important that the story is told through flashback?
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What is the difference between dialogue and debate?

· Dialogue is collaborative: multiple sides work toward shared understanding. Debate is oppositional: two opposing sides try to prove each other wrong.

· In dialogue, one listens to understand, to make meaning, and to find common ground. In debate, one listens to find flaws, to spot differences, and to counter arguments.

· Dialogue enlarges and possibly changes a participant’s point of view. Debate defends assumptions as truth.

· Dialogue creates an open-minded attitude: an openness to being wrong and an openness to change. Debate creates a close-minded attitude, a determination to be right.

· In dialogue, one submits one’s best thinking, expecting that other people’s reflections will help improve it rather than threaten it. In debate, one submits one’s best thinking and defends it against challenge to show that it is right.

· Dialogue calls for temporarily suspending one’s beliefs. Debate calls for investing wholeheartedly in one’s beliefs.

· In dialogue, one searches for strengths in all positions. In debate, one searches for weaknesses in the other position. 

· Dialogue respects all the other participants and seeks not to alienate or offend. Debate rebuts contrary positions and may belittle or deprecate other participants.

· Dialogue assumes that many people have pieces of answers and that cooperation can lead to a greater understanding. Debate assumes a single right answer that somebody already has.

· Dialogue remains open-ended. Debate demands a conclusion.
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Guidelines for Participants in a Socratic Seminar

1. Refer to the text when needed during the discussion. A seminar is not a test of memory. You are not “learning a subject”; your goal is to understand the ideas, issues, and values reflected in the text.

2. It’s OK to “pass” when asked to contribute.

3. Do not participate if you are not prepared. A seminar should not be a bull session.

4. Do not stay confused; ask for clarification. 

5. Stick to the point currently under discussion; make notes about ideas you want to come back to.

6. Don’t raise hands; take turns speaking.

7. Listen carefully.

8. Speak up so that all can hear you.

9. Talk to each other, not just to the leader or teacher.

10. Discuss ideas rather than each other’s opinions.

11. You are responsible for the seminar, even if you don’t know it or admit it.

Expectations of Participants in a Socratic Seminar

When evaluating your Socratic Seminar participation, ask the following questions about participants. Did they…

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 to the leader?

Paraphrase accurately?

Ask for help to clear up confusion?

Support each other?

Avoid hostile exchanges?

Question others in a civil manner?

Seem prepared?
