Socratic Seminars

A good seminar consists of four interdependent elements: the text, the questions raised, the seminar leader, and the participants. A closer look at each of these elements helps explain the unique character of a Socratic Seminar.

The Text

Socratic Seminar texts are chosen for their richness in ideas, issues, and values, and their ability to stimulate extended, thoughtful dialogue. Literature is great for a Socratic Seminar. It often raises important questions in the participants’ minds, questions for which there are no right or wrong answers. At the end of a successful Socratic Seminar, participants often leave with more questions than they brought with them.

The Questions

A Socratic Seminar opens with a question either posed by the leader or solicited from participants as they acquire more experience in seminars. An opening question has no right answer; instead, it reflects a genuine curiosity on the part of the questioner. A good opening question leads participants back to the text as they speculate, evaluate, define, and clarify the issues involved. Responses to the opening question generate new questions from the leader and participants, leading to new responses. In this way, the line of inquiry in a Socratic Seminar evolves on the spot rather than being pre-determined by the leader.

Characteristics of Good Questions:

· Stem from the text and direct participants into the text

· Elicit more than one-word responses

· May ask for the interpretation of a specific passage; often “how” or “why” questions

· Establish relevance / connect to the real world

The Leader

In a Socratic Seminar, the leader plays a dual role as leader and participant. The seminar leader consciously demonstrates habits of mind that lead to a thoughtful exploration of the ideas in the text by keeping the discussion focused on the text, asking follow-up questions, helping participants clarify their positions when arguments become confused, and involving reluctant participants while restraining their more vocal peers.

The Participants

In Socratic Seminar, participants share with the leader the responsibility for the quality of the seminar. Good seminars occur when participants study the text closely in advance, listen actively, share their ideas and questions in response to the ideas and questions of others, and search for evidence in the text to support their ideas.

Socratic Seminar Guidelines

Before the Socratic Seminar

1. Read, take detailed notes, and be prepared to discuss the text like the scholar you are.

2. Prepare three opening questions that have no single right answer and will help foster discussion. Things to consider:

a. Ask about viewpoint/perspective

b. Examine the title, the tone of the text, and connect the text to current issues, themes, etc.

c. Ask questions that explore your own interpretation of the reading.

d. Ask about importance: “So what…?” 

During the Socratic Seminar

1. Be courteous. No put-downs or sarcasm.

2. Allow each speaker enough time to begin and finish his or her thoughts – don’t interrupt.

3. Involve others in the discussion and ask others to elaborate on their responses.

4. Build on what others say: ask questions, re-state and add, clarify, synthesize a variety of views in your own summary.

5. Use active listening skills.

6. Participate openly! Support your opinion with evidence from the text.

7. Remember that the goal is exploration. Keep an open mind and push for deeper interpretations.

After the Socratic Seminar

1. Reflect on the process.

a. How did you contribute to the discussion? 

b. What do you better understand about the text after the seminar?

c. What questions do you now have as a result of the seminar?

d. Who helped move the dialogue forward? How?

2. Share reflection with peers.

a. What can you as a class do next time to improve upon this process?

