The Socratic Seminar

The Socratic method of teaching is based on Socrates’ theory that it is more important for you to think for yourself than to merely memorize the “right” answer.  You will engage in dialogue about the assignment and follow the rules for Socratic Seminar.  This will be useful to you in the workplace as well as in college as it helps you to learn how to participate in productive discussions.  

Pre-Seminar Question Writing:

Before you come to a Socratic Seminar class, please read the assigned text 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 Prynne’s husband that she was left alone in Boston without family?  After reading 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 reading the first half 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 is 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?
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.  But remember that you will be asked again.

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

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

10. Speak up so that all can hear you.

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

Grading the Participants

When I am evaluating your Socratic Seminar participation, I ask the following questions.  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 the leader?

· Paraphrase accurately?

· Ask help to clear up confusion?

· Support each other?

· Avoid hostile exchanges?

· Question others in a civil manner?

· Seem prepared?

Socratic Seminar: Participant Rubric

	A Level Participant
	· Participant offers enough solid analysis, without prompting, to move the conversation forward

· Participant, through his/her comments, demonstrates a deep knowledge of the text and the question

· Participant has come to the seminar prepared, with notes and a marked/annotated text

· Participant, through his/her comments, shows that he/she is actively listening to other participants

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

· Participant’s remarks often refer back to specific parts of the text

	B Level Participant
	· Participant offers solid analysis without prompting

· Through comments, participant demonstrates a good knowledge of the text and the question

· Participant has come to the seminar prepared, with notes and a marked/annotated text

· Participant shows that he/she is actively listening to others and offers clarification and/or follow-up

	C-Level Participant
	· Participant offers some analysis, but needs prompting from the seminar leader

· Through comments, participant demonstrates a general knowledge of the text and the question

· Participant is less prepared, with few notes and no marked/annotated text

· Participant is actively listening to others; but does not offer clarification or follow-up to others’ comments

· Participant relies more upon his/her own opinion, and less on the text to driver his/her comments

	D or F Level Participant
	· Participant offers little commentary

· Participant comes to the seminar ill-prepared with little understanding of the text and question 

· Participant does not listen to others, offers no commentary to further commentary

· Participant distracts the group by interrupting other speakers or offering off topic questions and comments

· Participant ignores the discussion and its participants


