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SOCRATIC SEMINAR: STUDENT HANDOUT
GOALS: 

• To engage in dialogue, not debate, about abstract concepts  

• To be able to disagree politely with one another  

• To reason collectively and build on each other's ideas  

• To refine your abstract thinking and logical reasoning  

• To analyze a group discussion  

PROCEDURES to use as you read and annotate the material the night before Socratic seminar:

   
• Underline unfamiliar words. Try to figure out what they mean.  

• Write down questions that occur to you about things you don’t understand, or about things you want to discuss.  

• Underline details you think are particularly important and write why in the margin.  

• Write notes about what the passage makes you think of, perhaps another text or event in your life.  

• Write your personal reaction to the text, whether you agree or disagree with the author and why.  

• Write a short paraphrase in the margin by any sentence or concept that seems more difficult. This way you will be able to remember it more easily later.   

POINTERS to follow during Socratic seminar:  

• Use “I” messages.   

Examples: 
I disagree because . . . 

  





I believe that . . .     




What I’ve heard so far is . . .  

• Wait until others have spoken before you speak again.  

• Speak to each other, not the facilitator who is busy taking notes.   

• Invite others to speak.   
Examples: 
Susana, what do you think?     




Todd, I saw you nod your head. Do you agree?   

• Summarize every 7-10 minutes.  

• Ask each other questions and follow up questions.   




Examples: 
Could you explain . . . ?     




What do you think . . . ?     




I didn’t hear all that. Could you repeat it?  

• Respect each other.  

• Be open to changing your mind.  

• Build on each other's ideas.  

• Use the text to prove your point.  

• Make connections with other material or with your own life.  

• Listen to each other.  

• Remember that there might be lulls in discussion. This is okay until someone    comes up with another idea.  

• Come back to the main question.  

• You may pass if called on to speak, except during the seminar critique.  

• There is no ONE right answer.  
FINAL POINTER  

When we discuss our dialogue process, tell us what you saw and heard rather than sharing your judgment about someone’s actions or words. Give feedback that will help your classmates become better at discussions, not hurt their feelings or silence them.   

ROLES for Members of Inner and Outer Circles:  

• Discussion Group — Discuss the question(s) and use the text to support your answers. If you do not have a new point to say, it’s okay to summarize, or ask a question, or make a connection with your own life or something else you have read. Build off something that someone else said. If you have spoken a lot, try being silent or ask a question of someone you haven’t heard from.  

• Observation Group — Your role is essential. Getting better at discussion requires paying attention to the process. Your feedback will help the discussion get better next time. Each student in the outer circle will be assigned to observe the person directly in front of you in the inner circle. Use the tally sheet to help you focus. But listen to the entire dialogue and not just your subject. You are primarily an observer, but if you are just dying to say something, you may get up and move to the hot seat in the inner circle. Wait to be recognized, then add your comment and return to your observation seat in the outer circle.   

• Facilitator — The teacher acts as facilitator. But I will not call on students to speak; you call on each other. My task is to take notes on the dialogue, so my head will be down much of the time. Occasionally I will ask you to go around the circle and explore the meaning of something else you have brought up. I may also stop the discussion periodically and ask you to summarize what has been said. At the end of the discussion I will ask you to reflect on how the seminar went.                    

EVALUATION OF DISCUSSION - Consider the following elements of the seminar:  

relevance          

depth         
logic questions that probe          
participation           
variety of viewpoints         

critical thinking skills         analysis            
citation of text             

synthesis           

clarity          

listening          

responding           evidence-based responses 
scope            

respect          


1. Observers and Participants:  Write a 1/2-page evaluation about how the group did, considering the criteria above and the goals of Socratic Seminar. 

Think also about the following--  

Did the conversation make sense?  

How deep did it go?  

Were there any missed opportunities to go further? 

Did people respond well to each other? 

What kinds of questions were asked? 

Did everyone participate? 

Were there different points of view? 

Was the text cited often? 

Were connections to personal lives made? 

Were you satisfied with conclusions reached? 

What did you learn from listening? 

Did the dialogue lead you to change your mind about anything?   

2. Write another 1/2 page as observer or participant.  

Observers: Looking at the tally sheet and goals of seminar and above criteria— how did your subject do? Discuss her/his strengths and any suggestions you might have.   

Participants:  Recall your own observations and participation. Scan your observer's tally sheet. Discuss your involvement, reflecting on the criteria and questions above. Include what you could do next time to improve your participation or discussion skills.

THE SIX TYPES OF SOCRATIC QUESTIONS
Critical thinking is the process we use to reflect on, access, and judge the assumptions underlying our own and others ideas and actions.

Socratic questioning is at the heart of critical thinking. A method to develop these kinds of skills draws from R.W. Paul's six types of Socratic questions:

	 1. Questions for clarification:
	· Why do you say that?

· How does this relate to our discussion?



	2. Questions that probe assumptions:
	· What could we assume instead?

· How can you verify or disapprove that assumption?



	3. Questions that probe reasons and evidence:
	· What would be an example?

· What is....analogous to?

· What do you think causes to happen...? Why?



	4. Questions about viewpoints and perspectives:
	· What would be an alternative?

· What is another way to look at it?

· Would you explain why it is necessary or beneficial, and who benefits?

· Why is the best?

· What are the strengths and weaknesses of...?

· How are...and ...similar?

· What is a counterargument for...?



	5. Questions that probe implications and consequences:
	· What generalizations can you make?

· What are the consequences of that assumption?

· What are you implying?

· How does...affect...?

· How does...tie in with what we learned before?



	6. Questions about the question:
	· What was the point of this question?

· Why do you think the question was asked?

· What does...mean?

· How does...apply to everyday life?


http://www.umich.edu/~elements/probsolv/strategy/cthinking.htm
Extension Questions

Follow-Up Questions

Authentic follow-up questions are questions that the others are genuinely interested in exploring and that evoke a variety of responses from students (in other words, the answer is not pre-determined). Good follow-up questions expand the conversation and require you to:
Clarify your answers:


Tell me more about that.
Support your answers:

What about the reading made you think that 






___?
Argue:



 
Convince us that __.
Fully examine your responses:
 In what other context does that idea play out?
Consider different perspectives: 
What would you say to someone who thought 






___?
Predict: 




What do you think that we will discover in the 






next chapter?
Hypothesize: 



How would handle a situation like ___?
Decide: 




So, this leads to you to what conclusions?
Compare: 




How is your answer different or the same from 






others?
Generalize: 



What did you discover?
http://www.edutopia.org/blog/rethinking-whole-class-discussion-todd-finley
Question Stems that Facilitate & Sustain Dialogue
Agree / Disagree 
Has anyone else had a similar . . . ? 
Who has a different . . . ? 

Clarification 

I'm not sure I understand . . . ? 
Tell me more about . . . ? 

Do you see gaps in my reasoning? 

Are you taking into account something different from what I have considered? 

Support Questions 
Can you give us an example of . . . ? 

Where in the story . . .? 

What would be a good reason for . . . ? 

What is some evidence for . . . ? 

Cause and Effect 
Why do you think that happened? 

How could that have been prevented? 

Do you think that would happen that way again?  Why? 

What are some reasons people . . . ? 

Compare / Contrast 
How are __________ and _______ alike?  Different? 

What is that similar to? 

Can you think of why this feels different than . . . ? 

How does this (poem, book, incident, etc.) remind you of . . . ? 

Benefits / Burdens 
What are some of the reasons this wouldn't (would) be a good idea? 

Would anyone like to speak to the opposite side? 

Those are some reasons this would work; what reasons might it not work? 

Point of View / Perspective 
How might she/he have felt . . . ? 

What do you think he/she was thinking when . . . ? 

He might not like that, but can you think of someone who would? 

_____________ has expressed a different opinion.  Are there others? 

Do you have a different interpretation?  

Do you have different conclusions? 

How did you arrive at your view? 

Structure / Function 

If that was the goal, what do you think about . . . (the action, reaction)?  

What were her/his choices of how to . . . ? 

Why was she/he doing that? (Reply gives reason) What do you think of that approach? 

What better choices could he/she have made? 

What rules would we need to make sure . . . ? 
Counterexample 

Would that still happen if . . . ? 

What might have made the difference? 

Different Situation 

Can you describe a situation that would . . . ? 

Suppose ________________.  Would that still be true?  Why or why not? 
Solicit Questions

What are some things that you wonder about?  

What would you like to know about? 

Are there questions we should remember now? 

Personal Experience 

What would you do in that situation?  

Has anything like that ever happened to you? 

In what way are you alike or different from . . . ? 
Developing Opening, Guiding, and Closing Questions
Seminar participants and leaders can use the ideas below to help develop questions appropriate to key stages of the Socratic seminar. Opening questions should get the seminar off to a start; guiding questions should help to examine deeper meanings in the text and to adjust the seminar if it is getting off track; and closing questions should help the group bring the seminar to a close, though not necessarily to a conclusion. Use the template provided to record questions in preparation for the seminar.
	OPENING QUESTIONS

	Description
• Stem from context 

• Direct participants into the text 
• Elicit more than one-word responses 
• Are generally concrete questions

	Examples
• What does this text ask us to do? 
• What is the theme of the reading? 

• What significance is this to ______? 

• What are the assumptions of this text? 

• Could the two main characters have switched places? Why or why not? 
• What might be some other good titles? 

• Is it better to be ________ or ___________? 

• In recent times, what well-known people are like________?



	GUIDING QUESTIONS

	Description
• Move participants deeper into the text and to examine the content of the text 
• Help participants examine their own thinking and encourage revision of ideas 
• Help participants examine the seminar dynamics to keep it/get it on the right track 
• May ask for the interpretation of a specific line or passage; often “how” or “why” questions 
• May ask for clarification 

• May probe for assumptions, reasons, other interpretations, etc. 
• Generally move the discussion into the abstract

	Examples
• What other ideas have we learned about that might help us understand this text? 
• Why does the main character think ________? 

• How do you support that position from the text? 

• How does this idea connect to _________? 
• If _______ is true, then _____________? 

• Can you define what you mean by ______? 

• Why do you say that? 

• What do we already know about______? 

• How can you verify or disprove that assumption? 

• What would happen if________? 

• Do you agree or disagree with his/her statement? Why? 

• What would be an example of _______? 

• What is another way to look at it? 

• How are your thoughts now different from your initial ideas? 

• What would you say to someone who said ________? 

• How are ____ and _____ similar? 
• Why is ____ important? 

• How can we move from debate back to dialogue? 

• Who has another perspective to offer that will help us re-energize the conversation?



	CLOSING QUESTIONS

	Description
• Establish relevance 

• Connect to the real world 

• Relate to the lives of the participants 
• Are generally abstract
	Examples
• What can we do with our understanding of this text? 

• If you were writing this work, what would the ending be? 
• How does this idea connect to _________? 

• Explain the consequences of the ideas in the text. 
• Predict/justify future developments.




