Socratic Seminar

Socrates: A Short History

Socrates, an Athenian philosopher born in 469 BC, is known today thanks to the writings of his most famous pupil, Plato. Socrates neglected his own affairs choosing, instead, to spend his time organizing public gatherings to discuss virtue and justice. He is credited with formulating a method of discussion known as the Socratic dialectic. Encouraging participants to sit in a circle, Socrates would draw knowledge from the group by presenting a series of deeply philosophical questions. Socrates looked on the soul as the heart of consciousness and moral character and believed that each person needed to understand his/her own "true self." While Socrates was a gentle spirit, he made numerous enemies. His thoughtful critiques of the Athenian religious and political institutions were considered acts of heresy. He was eventually tried for corrupting the beliefs and values of Athenian youths. Following his conviction in 399 BC, he willingly drank the cup of hemlock that was given to him.

FOUR ELEMENTS OF THE SOCRATIC SEMINAR:  A Socratic Seminar (from the original Socratic dialectic) is a motivating form of scholarly discourse based on an "essential question." 
I.  The text - Can come from any subject area.
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.
II.  The question - Reflects genuine curiosity and has no "right" answer.
Open-ended questions allow students to think critically, analyze multiple meanings in text, and express ideas with clarity and confidence. After all, participants feel a certain degree of emotional safety 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."

III.  The leader - Offers the initial question then plays a dual role as leader and participant. 

Teachers should act as infrequent facilitators, somewhat similar to the role that tutors have in tutorial groups. Teachers should: pose questions or prompts when the discussion begins to lull or move off-topic, refrain from responding to student views in anything but a neutral manner, remind students to be polite and respect each other when presenting their views, ask for support or clarification of a view presented by a student, monitor both the inner and outer circle students to ensure they are paying attention and participating. Teachers should not: judge student responses in any verbal or non-verbal manner, reprimand students for failing to support their views with evidence from the source, appear more interested in one student's view than another. In short, teachers should be silent and invisible, appearing and speaking only to refocus the discussion or to ask for clarification from a student, or to address inappropriate behavior.
IV.  The participants - Study the text in advance, listen actively, and share ideas using evidence from the text for support 

Participants in a 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 names. This simple act of socialization reinforces appropriate behaviors and promotes team building.

SCAFFOLDING FOR THREES ASPECTS OF SOCRATIC SEMINARS: 

I.  Pre-seminar activities help kids make personal connections, activate prior knowledge, increase motivation and interest, become personally knowledgeable of the topic. Strategies might include:

Question Preparation

Reader Response (brief discussion)

Free (or fast) writing activities

Webbing

Personal and group research
A.  Question Preparation: Before you come to a Socratic Seminar class,  please read the assigned text (novel section, poem, essay, article, etc.) and write at least one question in each of the following categories:

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 backpack 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 4 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?
B.  Reader Response (brief discussion)

C.  Free (or fast) writing activities

D.  Webbing

E. Personal and group research

II.  During-seminar activities help kids stay on task, self-assess their contributions and involvement, establish pace and depth of discussion. Strategies might include:

A. Talking Chips - Dispense equal number of "chips" to participants at start of discussion. Encourage each participant to use all chips and no more. 

B. Talking Chain - Ask each participant (in turn) for a contribution.

C. Monitor involvement/participation with a checklist on the overhead or on a clipboard.

D. Utilize a fishbowl technique.  Students outside the fishbowl observe students in the seminar and track their participation.
III.  Post-seminar activities help kids make personal connections based on the insights gained during the seminar and apply these connections to their own lives. Strategies might include:

A. Journal writing

B. Self-assessment narratives

C. Authentic follow-up projects (such as writing an editorial for a local newspaper on the topic covered in the seminar . . . from both perspectives)

Special  Note:  We must be careful to delineate the difference between a discussion and a debate. A discussion is qualified as the exchange of ideas for the purpose of enlightenment. A debate is qualified as the confrontation of ideas for the purpose of persuasion. A Socratic Seminar should always be a discussion and should never be a debate. It is not the task of the students to convince others to share their opinions. It is not the task of the students to attack the views of others and dismantle others' arguments. Instead, students in the inner circle should be exchanging ideas: presenting their views with support from the source, and listening to the views of others. We are interested in helping students to explain and support their views, not to argue with each other. 

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

Did the student…..

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?

	
	Student speaks  clearly
	Refers to text
	Listens respectfully
	Talks to others
	Comes prepared for discussion
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Fishbowl Protocol
[image: image1.jpg]Overall structure—

The iner circle sits the
fishbow participants.
They will be actively
engaging in the
conversation, They are
accountzble i listening
to each other and
building and listening
connections. They
must complete their
accountabilty sheet 3
evidence of their active
particpation. Someone
cutside their circle has
been assigned to
cbserve them.

The outer circle sits the
chservers. They are

/ assigned o observe

one student in the
fishbowl. They are
accountzble in writing
down every point that
their fishbowl partrer
addresses in the
discussion, along with
the evidence that they
addressed to support
their point. The
ohserver only serves as
an active listener and
can not participate in
the discussion,

The teacher sits back and
does NOT participate!
Only interject when
absolutely necessary.

Although the activity seers 25 thouch each student is only accountable for certain parts
of the discussion, everyone must pay attention o the whole conversation, The class
wirap Up requires that everyone readdress the topic, and make conclusions of their own
using evidence from the entire discussion, Therefore there is accountabilty for the
group and individual work






Student-Led Observation and Evaluation

Fishbowl Participant _______________________ 

Subject __________________________________

What key points were made in the discussion?

Cite portions of the text student referred to for evidence.

Did the student…..

	
	Yes 
	No

	Speak loudly and clearly?
	
	

	Use the text to find support?
	
	

	Listen to others respectfully?
	
	

	Stick with the subject?
	
	

	Talk to each other, not just to the leader?
	
	

	Ask for help to clear up confusion?
	
	

	Come prepared?
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	


Comments:

Classroom Checklist:


Socratic Seminar Participation





Observer                              Date








