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Socratic Seminar

An Inquiry-based Discussion


What’s the BIG IDEA?  Socrates believed it was more important to enable students to think than to merely fill their heads with the “right” answers.  He tended to answer questions with questions, rather than statements, and those questions directed his students to focus on reasoning, evidence, connections, and examples.  In a Socratic Seminar, I will play the role of facilitator – throwing out an initial question to get the discussion started, and only re-entering the dialogue to ask additional questions about your thought process.  You – all of you – are the real teachers during a Socratic Seminar, so it’s important not only to participate, but to critically listen and push each other to make meaning from the text.

How does one PREPARE for a Socratic Seminar?  Read the text and generate initial ideas and questions.  Our very first Socratic Seminar/Inquiry-based Discussion will be based on our summer reading:  Life of Pi.  You may have your Significant Moment Booklet and the novel in front of you to help prompt ideas and to locate evidence.

How does ASSESSMENT work?  Each student should contribute at least three times during the discussion.  Please keep this in mind and monitor each other as a group.  Be assertive!  (But not too assertive – don’t dominate the discussion.)  Spend most of your time listening and making connections (but don’t listen so hard that your mouth stops working).

The quality of your comment will determine whether it is designated as a plus, check, or minus.  Here’s how the points work:

✓ = an original idea that is backed up by examples from the text

+  = a particularly insightful idea that is connected or contrasted with ideas shared previously 

       by peers, backed up with specific ideas from the text, and tends to move the discussion 

       towards meaning (theme)

-  = a weak comment that repeats ideas, lacks connection to the text, or reveals a misreading 

      (or no reading at all) of the text 

Three checks (✓) equals a 90.  Each plus (+) earns an additional three points. Three pluses equal a 100.  Each minus (-) is a five point deduction.  Yes, you may contribute more than three times to be sure that you are earning the grade that you want, but if you dominate the conversation (contributing more than five times), you will receive a ten point deduction.  Missing comments result in a ten point deduction.
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It can be difficult to quantify verbal communication.  What does “insightful” really mean, after all?  Hopefully this chart will give you a better idea of what I’m looking for as I assess the Socratic Seminar.

	+

“Connecting”
	The participant:

· offers enough solid analysis (without prompting) to move the conversation forward (towards meaning, universal truths, themes)

· demonstrates a deep understanding of the text and the question currently being discussed

· shows active listening by connecting/contrasting/transitioning to and from other participants’ comments

· offers/seeks clarification and/or follow-up that extends the conversation

· refers to specific parts of the text to support ideas

· introduces new connections or insights that go beyond the original question

· comes prepared (annotated text + significant moments)



	✓
“Contributing”


	The participant:

· offers analysis (without much prompting) that connects moments in the text to meaning (themes)

· demonstrates an understanding of the text and the question currently being discussed

· shows active listening through eye contact/attentiveness or jotting down notes – may make some effort to connect comments to previously shared ideas

· refers to moments from the text to support ideas

· comes prepared (text and/or significant moments), but may not refer directly to specific evidence



	_

“Talking”


	The participant:

· offers up general thoughts about the story or personal experiences related to the storyline, but does not attempt analysis of meaning

· may offer up a misreading (or lack of reading) of the text

· does not demonstrate active listening (lack of eye contact, note-taking, attentiveness to question at hand)

· shares ideas, but does not offer supporting evidence from the text

· agrees or disagrees with ideas that have already been shared, but does not move the conversation forward

· seems ill-prepared (may be missing the book or significant moments)




Logistical suggestions:

1) Speak loudly and clearly so others can hear/understand you.

2) Don’t raise hands, just take turns speaking.

3) Look at each other, not at the “teacher.”

4) Stick to the point currently being discussed – jot down notes about things you want to come back later.

5) Discuss ideas, rather than opinions.  (This means that you avoid hostile exchanges with other participants – you are seeking others’ reflections so that ideas are improved, not threatened.)

Ultimately, you are responsible for the success of the seminar, even if you don’t know it or admit it.  (
This handout has been adapted S. Webster from the work of Adams, A. (1996), and Raider, P. (1989).  See www.studyaid.org and www.greece.k12.ny.us/instruction/ela/SocraticSeminars for more information about Socratic Seminars in the classroom.

“The unexamined life is not worth living.”








