J.D. Simpson

Socratic Seminar


Socratic Seminar

This large-group discussion strategy extends student thinking and encourages participation. It is intended to engender discussion of literature, literary topics, or other topics of general interest, with the goal of helping students reach a deeper understanding of a work or topic by sharing ideas with others. I have used the seminar to discuss short stories, poetry, sections of novels, and essential questions. I have used it with classes as small as 10 and as large as 32. The seminar is adaptable to any level and any class size. It takes a little extra work on the part of the teacher, but the results can be inspiring.

I. Basic structure

A. The seminar is composed of a group of students, of varying sizes, under the direction 

of the classroom teacher.

B. The seminar begins with a general opening question. Sometimes the opener directly 
addresses some aspect of the work under discussion, sometimes only obliquely. The 
purpose of the opener is to get students thinking about the text or issue.
1. Students may be given time before the seminar to consider the question and to 

prepare a written response. In some cases, students may be given the question the 
day before the seminar, with the completion of a written response a prerequisite 

for participation on the seminar. I start each day of the seminar with an 
engagement activity, during which students write for between three and five 
minutes. Often I use a question from the seminar as the engagement activity.


2. At the outset of the seminar session, I introduce the opening question and 


invite students to respond. Discussion at this time may be limited to serial 


introduction of basic ideas, with no direct rebuttal. Students may wish to rebut 


points introduced here later in the seminar.
C. After the opening comments are completed, I introduce a series of seminar questions, prepared beforehand and focusing closely on the issues I wish to explore during the seminar. I usually try to create between six and 10 seminar questions, and one core (culminating) question for a single day’s seminar, building each question on the preceding questions, and allowing discussion of a question to run until students start repeating themselves, or until I judge that the seminar has pretty much exhausted the question. 


1. Students respond to the questions and are given the opportunity to 



elaborate, digress, introduce new issues, and rebut previous statements.


2. Students receive scores based on their participation in the seminar, and 


based upon the specific types of responses they offer during the seminar 



discussion (see “II. Assessment” below).


3. Since this is a "Socratic" session, the instructor maintains control over the 


questioning, but does not engage in the actual debate. This is really hard. I take 


careful notes as 
students speak so that I may ask and direct follow-up questions.



4. When discussion of the seminar questions is completed, I present the core 


question.



a. The core (culminating) question should be prepared beforehand, and 



will serve to sum up the seminar.



b. Students may be asked to write their responses before sharing them 



orally with the rest of the class.

Usually, students will be ready to move on after 10 minutes or so. There have been times when I have used an egg timer to keep the discussion moving. In a 50-minute period, we almost never cover all of the questions. Often I have to abandon my script when the students find a hot spot, something they really need to talk about. 
D. The seminar functions optimally with between 8 and 16 students. For larger groups, 
please see “V. Fishbowl variation” below.

II. Assessment

A. I award students a base score of 50 percent for earning the right to participate in 

the seminar.

B. Following are scoring values I use for different types of student responses:


1. Reference to the text (10 points per response) 




2. Reading from the text (15 points) 





3. Opinion (5 points) 







4. Hitchhiking on someone else's response (5 points) 
 


5. Connection to other sources (15 points) 





6. Rebuttal (5 points)

C. I allow students to use notes during the seminar, and require that they use any relevant 
texts. In some seminars, I require that students cite appropriate pages and passages in a 
text before I will award any points at all.


D. During the seminar, I award no points for students who simply repeat themselves or 
others, or who make off-topic or inappropriate/irrelevant remarks only to generate points. 
I also tell them that such contributions will earn no points.
III. Prerequisites

A. All students participating in the seminar must have earned the right to participate in

the seminar. I sometimes use a qualifying quiz. I sometimes simply evaluate each 
student’s participation in seminar preparation.

B. All students participating in the seminar must prepare for the seminar by completing 
all preliminary reading/homework assignments.
IV. Alternate: Students who have not earned the privilege of participating in the seminar may be required to complete tasks, individually and at the teacher's direction, which meet the objectives of the seminar.

V. Fishbowl variation: Sometimes a class is simply so large that students will be unable to participate in a seminar equally. This variation on the seminar will address that problem. I really like this activity for classes of more than 16 or so.

A. Divide the class into between eight and 12 teams of three students. Use any technique for creating small groups that works for you. I like to arrange groups so that each has at least one very strong student, capable of leading and willing to talk.

B. Provide each group with “seminar prep” questions. These may include some actual seminar questions, as well as questions designed to get the students to engage the text.

C. Provide adequate time for the small group to work through each of the questions. This may take a day. It may take two days -- or more. 

D. Instruct each group to select a designated seminar speaker.

E. On the day of the seminar, arrange the desks in the classroom into an inner circle and an outer circle. There should be one seat on the inner circle for each group: 10 groups, 10 chairs. Designated group speakers – “fish” in seminar parlance – will sit here, in the “fishbowl.” The outer circle is for students who are not designated speakers.

F. Outer circle students should sit as close to their “fish” as possible. 

G. Outer circle students should have a supply of Post-it notes or small scraps of paper. This is “fish food.”

H. Only “fish” – students on the inner circle – may speak during the seminar. Students on the outer circle participate by making notations on their Post-its and “feeding” their fish. Award points for each idea from the outer circle that makes it into the discussion.

I. Assessment

1. Students will receive a base score of fifty percent for earning the right to 
participate in the seminar.

2. Following are scoring values I use for the fishbowl seminar:


a. Reference to the text (10 points per response) 



b. Reading from the text (15 points) 




c. Opinion (5 points) 






d. Hitchhiking on someone else's response (5 points) 


e. Connection to other sources (15 points)



f. Rebuttal (5 points)



g. Fish food (1 point each)

J. Special: Sometimes fish go belly up. If a student on the inner circle is simply not 

responding, not scoring points for her or his team, outer circle students may replace the “dead fish.” I allow this only when the “fish” is not talking at all, and not simply because someone on the outer circle wishes to talk. If the seminar extends beyond a day, I allow groups to designate a new “fish” each day.

