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Socratic Seminars
Critical Thinking Through Questions and Conversation
A strategy first crafted by Peter Gray of La Jolla, CA.
Many of these ideas are adapted from his work and from the work of Dean Stover, an AP English teacher at Hickman High School Columbia, Missouri
Goals: The goal of Socratic Seminars as a learning strategy is to promote an open-minded exploration of ideas, values, issues and connections among diverse fields of knowledge through civil conversation.
Purpose: The purpose of a Socratic Seminar is to promote critical thinking through the examination of a written or visual text. Participants construct the knowledge and understanding themselves through careful examination, thought, and dialog about a text; the purpose of the seminar is to explore the possibilities and NOT to arrive at a single, predetermined correct answer. 
Skills: Socratic Seminars require active listening, close reading, clear speaking, deep thinking, and team learning.
Leader’s Responsibilities: The leader’s responsibility is to draw out multiple perspectives on texts, to insist that all interpretations be supported by evidence from the text and clear reasoning, to call for consideration of alternative views, to help participants think about substantive agreements and disagreements. The Leader does not direct the discussion, and she may or may not act as a participant.
Participants’ Responsibilities: The participants’ responsibilities are to prepare for the seminar by carefully reading the text including marking and or annotating portions they want to discuss. The participants should record their thinking in the margins as they read and so they can recall and extend their thoughts during the seminar. 
Structure:  The dialog begins with a question carefully crafted by the leader.  It has no single yes or no answer, arises from genuine curiosity, is framed to generate dialog leading to greater understanding of the text and can best be answered by referring to the text. Once the seminar is underway, it can take many forms. It may focus on a difficult passage, the definition of a term, the parameters of an argument or position, the connections to another text or with more general questions.  Under pressure from the group, participants learn to proceed analytically, to keep to the topic, to try to uncover a meaning or understanding not originally conceived by the participants. 
Success:  A successful Socratic Seminar occurs when individuals achieve a sudden insight or when the seminar team examines ideas rationally, test them through free discussion or achieves some deeper illumination on the ideas discussed. 
Dennis Gray ties critical thinking to living in a democracy:

“Representative democracy demands intellectual, probing thinking and questioning.  I want my fellow voters to be clear, honest, probing thinkers.  Socratic Seminars practice the habits of thoughtfulness which are essential in a democratic society.”  
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The most important part of the seminar is preparation. There is nothing more frustrating than attempting a dialog about a text in a seminar and realizing the other members have not read it.  Below is a list of thoughts to consider as you prepare for a seminar:

1. You are important—vital –to the seminar’s success

            2. You are both the student and the teacher—Consider what you want to learn 


and how do you want to approach it?


3. Come to class with questions, thoughts, or feelings about the text.

4. Direct your thoughts, questions to the other participants, not to the teacher.


5. Take risks; take the initiative


6. Be an active reader and listener. Jot down your thoughts so you don’t forget 


them.


7. State incomplete thoughts, feelings or questions. The seminar is about thinking 


out loud not about stating answers. .


8. Help other participants build on other incomplete ideas.


9. Ask divergent questions.

           10. Ask a quiet person a question or at least give them a chance to talk; often this 


will evoke an interesting response and lead to good conversation. 

Once you receive the seminar text, allow yourself plenty of time to read, think, and annotate the text so you will be ready for the upcoming seminar.  Here are some sentence starters for you to note as you read and prepare:

1.What puzzles me is…..

2. I’d like to know more about…


3. This is similar to what I know about…


4. This is very different from….


5. The big idea seems to be….


6. I have questions about….


7. One way to use this idea is to…


8. Another point of view is…


9. What if it meant…


10. I have questions about…..
You should circle, underline, or highlight the text and note, draw, or sketch in the margins of the text to record your preparation thinking. It will make it much, much easier for you to participate in the seminar and will model active reading for your peers. 
Remember: A successful seminar is one in which the members work together to help each other understand the reading and the questions that develop out of the readings and conversations. Talk about what you want to find out, not what you know.
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Leading a Socratic Seminar:
Leading a Socratic Seminar is much more difficult than giving a lecture. In a lecture, you as the teacher know what it is you want to accomplish, you determine what information you want the students to know, you control who answers questions, you direct the learning.  In a Socratic Seminar, you still have responsibilities, but the lesson’s objective is understanding, not knowledge acquisition. Understanding is much more complex than recall and much more significant in promoting critical thinking.
The text you choose and the question you pose are your two critical responsibilities. The seminar will be most successful when you, as the leader, make good choices.
1) Choose a text based on its richness and depth; it should be multilayered, 

thought-provoking, and unfamiliar to participants. 
2) The text should be long enough to stimulate and sustain discussion, but not so 
long as to let participants get lost in the reading.
3) Create a question which has no single right or wrong answer, which is open to interpretations and divergent responses, and which can best be explored by referring to the text. See the list on the back of this page for ideas as you craft a question. 

4) Pose the opening question when you assign the text and have participants write the question on the top of the text; they then can use it to frame their initial reading and preparation.  


5) Give participants time to prepare; that can mean allowing class time for preparation or assigning the text as homework. A successful seminar requires preparation; you must plan for that. 

It is important to begin each seminar in a relaxed way. You might want to give everyone a chance to say one thing that they were thinking, or you might want to begin with causal class conversation, before you pose the opening seminar question. You could begin with partners, or trios before you move to full group seminar.

Allow 15-20 minutes for your first seminars; time can be added up to 45-50 minutes as participants become more experienced and familiar with seminar format.  Successful seminars require energy and participants should be tired when the seminar is over. 
Likewise, there will be pauses or lapses in the discussion. As the leader, do not jump right in; allow 60-90 seconds of wait time as participants will frequently refocus the discussion when given time. If two or more minutes elapse without participants taking responsibility for moving the seminar forward, you can say, “Okay, what DO you want to talk about from the text.”    It may take several seminars before things begin to feel natural or right.  Multiple experiences are necessary before you can begin to make evaluations about the learning. 

If you have chosen a good text, posed a thoughtful question and if participants have prepared carefully, the seminars will build toward success. 
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Generic question starters for Socratic Seminars:
1. What might be some other good titles for this work?
2. What does this text say about__________________?

3. What does the term ___________ mean in this text?

4. What are the assumptions of this text?

5. How is _________________ like ____________?

6. What are the relationships between _____________ and ________________?

7. To what degree does this text support the idea that____________________?

8. How do you think ___________ would be viewed by _______________?

9. What parts of this work are the discussable?
10. What is puzzling about this work?

11. How is this work about ______________?

12. How does this work fit with what you already think about _____________?

13. What contradictions exist in this text?

14. To what degree does this text support and dispute this statement ________________?

15. Which statements support/ challenge  ___________’s  view of _________________?
16. In what way would _____________ change, if _______________ happened differently?
17. In recent times, what well-known people were like ________________?

18. How would the meanings of this work change if the author had said____________?

Guidelines for Socratic Seminar Participants:

1. Refer to the text during the discussion. The seminar is not a test of knowledge or  
memorization; you are aiming at understanding ideas, values and issues.

2. You are responsible for the seminar; talk about what you want to find out, not what 
you know.

3. Talk to each other, not to the teacher.
4. Stick to the point under discussion; make notes about ideas you want to come back to 
later in the discussion.
5. Speak up so that others can hear you

6. Take turns, but don’t raise your hand.

7. Ask participants for clarification: do not stay confused by what other people say.

8. Discuss ideas rather than each other’s opinions: remember this is an exploration not a 
debate.

9.  It is okay to “pass” when asked to participate; but eventually you must be willing to verbally participate.
10. Do not participate if you are not prepared: this is not a “bull” session. 
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Easy (and Important) Ways to
Become More Involved in a Socratic Seminar
· Ask a clarifying question.  

 
"I'm not sure I fully understand what you're saying?  Can you restate what 

you just said?"  or   "What do you think the author means in line 6?"
· Paraphrase another participant's ideas for clearer understanding  


"So what you're saying is. . ."
· Ask for specific illustrations 



"Can you give us an example to illustrate your point?"
· Question the relevance of questions and comments.  


 "Could you explain how that question or comment relates to the current 


point?"
· Search for possible alternate perspectives 


"Are there other ways to interpret this?" or Think about how 



might someone from a different perspective view this.
· Play the "devil's advocate".

· Question assertions and underlying assumptions 



"Are we assuming its true that...") Be especially aware of theories or ideas 


stated as though they were absolutely and unquestionable TRUE.

· Identify common ground to move the dialogue forward  


"Can we take it as a given that _________ is true?"
· Ask for specific textual support

· Identify connections to previous comments or questions 


"Does this relate back to the earlier idea about . .  .?"
· Invite input from non-participants.
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Assessing Socratic Seminars:

I. The Structure of Socratic Seminars

Students will be given a focus question for the seminar and will mark the seminar text before the beginning of the Socratic.  Students should come into the seminar with something to say. 

· Pre-briefing:  Involves setting goals for the seminar 

· Socratic seminar:  The seminar begins with a restatement of the question.  Participants should be mindful of their behavior during the seminar and strive to encourage the participation of others, pay attention, contribute ideas, and ask questions.  Teachers will serve as both observers of the seminar and as participants when appropriate.  Comments and questions should be directed to the other members of the discussion group, NOT to the teacher.  

· De-briefing:  The participants discuss what they observed about the conversation.  How might we improve the flow of the discussion during the next seminar?  What did we learn from this seminar?
Socratic Seminars should be assessed and student performance may be graded, but there are several suggestions to make these scores valid. First, students should be encouraged to set their own goals for the seminars and to monitor their progress toward those goals as additional seminars are held. Second, teachers should allow students to practice several seminars before grades begin to be assessed. Third, the teachers and the students should be very clear on the evaluation criteria; below are some observation codes teachers can use to record participation. If a classroom teacher chooses to score student performance in the seminars, it is very important for students and teachers to be clear about the criteria and their meaning.
II. Socratic Seminar Observation Codes

    = comment

+  = especially insightful or analytical comment

-  = distracting or inappropriate comment

?c  = student asks a “clarifying” question 

?p  = student asks a probing question intended to take the conversation further

F  = student facilitates the conversation by redirecting it, encouraging others to speak or 
taking the conversation in a new direction

T = student quotes the text directly

OT  =  student engages in off-task behavior such as side conversations, staring blankly 
into the distance, antagonizing others, etc.

D  =   student dominates the conversation and makes it difficult for others to participate 









Handout #2  page 7/ 10
Socratic Texts:
The History Teacher
-from Questions About Angels, by Billy Collins
Trying to protect his students' innocence
he told them the Ice Age was really just
the Chilly Age, a period of a million years
when everyone had to wear sweaters.

And the Stone Age became the Gravel Age,
named after the long driveways of the time.

The Spanish Inquisition was nothing more
than an outbreak of questions such as
"How far is it from here to Madrid?"
"What do you call the matador's hat?"

The War of the Roses took place in a garden,
and the Enola Gay dropped one tiny atom
on Japan.

The children would leave his classroom
for the playground to torment the weak
and the smart,
mussing up their hair and breaking their glasses,

while he gathered up his notes and walked home
past flower beds and white picket fences, wondering if they would believe that soldiers
in the Boer War told long, rambling stories
designed to make the enemy nod off.
© 1991. Reprinted by permission of the University of Pittsburgh Press.
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I CAN READ WITH MY EYES SHUT!

I can read in red. I can read in blue.

I can read in pickle color too.

I can read in bed, and in purple and in brown.

I can read in a circle and upside down!

I can read with my left eye. I can read with my right.

I can read Mississippi with my eyes shut tight!

There are so many things you can learn about.

But…you'll miss the best things 

If you keep your eyes shut.

The more that you read, the more things you will know

The more that you learn, the more places you'll go. 

If you read with your eyes shut you're likely to find

That the place where you're going is far, far behind

SO…that's why I tell you to keep your eyes wide.

Keep them wide open…at least on one side.


 



-- Dr. Seuss

YOU ARE READING THIS TOO FAST

You are reading this too fast.

Slow down, for this is poetry

and poetry works slowly.

Unless you live with it a while

the spirit will never descend.

It's so easy to quickly cut across the surface

and then claim there was nothing to find.

Touch the poem gently with your eyes

just as you would touch a lover's flesh.

Poetry is an exercise in patience,

you must wait for it to come to you.

The spirit manifests in many guises;

some quiver with beauty,

some vibrate with song.

What is happening?

Slow down, slow down,

take a few deep breaths,

read the poem slowly,

read the lines one at a time,

read the words one by one,

read the spaces between the words,

get sleepy, this is poetry,

relax until your heart

is vulnerable, wide open.

-- Ken Norris
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THE VOICE YOU HEAR WHEN YOU READ SILENTLY

    is not silent, it is a speaking-

    out-loud voice in your head:  it is spoken,

    a voice is saying  it

    as you read.  It's the writer's words,

    of course, in a literary sense

    his or her "voice" but  the sound

    of that voice is the sound of *your* voice.

    Not the sound your friends know

    or the sound of a tape played back

    but your voice

    caught in the dark cathedral

    of your skull, your voice heard

    by an internal ear informed by internal abstracts

    and what you know by feeling,

    having felt.  It is your voice

    saying, for example, the word "barn"

    that the writer wrote

    but the "barn" you say

    is a barn you know or knew.  The voice

    in your head, speaking as you read,

    never says anything neutrally- some people

    hated the barn they knew,

    some people love the barn they know

    so you hear the word loaded

    and a sensory constellation

    is lit:  horse-gnawed stalls,

    hayloft, black heat tape wrapping

    a water pipe, a slippery

    spilled *chirr* of oats from a split sack,

    the bony, filthy haunches of cows...

    And "barn" is only a noun- no verb

    or subject has entered into the sentence yet!

    the voice you hear when you read to yourself 

    is the clearest voice:  you speak it

    speaking to you.

                   -Thomas Lux    The New Yorker July 14, 1997

What Socratic Seminars Are



       

A method of exploring texts deeply

An opportunity to explore key questions

A structured discussion

Student-centered

Discussions that lead to questioning and

critical thinking, but not to a single “right” answer

An opportunity to voice your ideas and opinions, based on your analysis of text

Text-centered

An opportunity to play “Devil’s

Advocate”

Thought-provoking

Discussions where you are evaluated for the quality of your participation

Discussions where there are many ideas to consider and explore 

An activity intended to build knowledge and skills
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What Socratic Seminars Are Not
A way to avoid working and thinking

A method for teachers to impart information

A free-for-all shouting match

Teacher-centered

A way for teachers to force students to the “right answer”

An opportunity to debate your opinions with others

Individual-centered

Conversations where you are judged on your personal opinion

Easy

Discussions where you are given points for the number of times you speak

A two-sided debate

An activity which allows one to be passive.
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