The Socratic Seminar

In short, Socratic Seminars are a highly motivating form of intellectual and scholarly discourse. These Seminars foster active learning as participants explore and evaluate the ideas, issues, and values in a particular text. An effective seminar consists of four interdependent elements: (1) the text being considered, (2) the questions raised, (3) the seminar leader, and (4) the participants.  

A seminar text can be drawn from readings in literature, history, science, math, health, and philosophy or from works of art or music.
An opening question has no right answer; instead it reflects a genuine curiosity on the part of the leader.  An effective opening question leads participants back to the text as they speculate, evaluate, define, and clarify the issues involved. Responses to the opening question generate new questions from the leader and participants, leading to new responses. In this way, the line of inquiry evolves on the spot rather than being predetermined by the leader.
In a Socratic Seminar, the leader plays a dual role as leader and participant.  The seminar leader consciously demonstrates habits of mind that lead to a thoughtful exploration of the ideas in the text. As a seminar participant, the leader actively engages in the group's exploration of the text.
Participants share with the leader the responsibility for the quality of the seminar. Effective seminars occur when participants study the text closely in advance, listen actively, share their ideas and questions in response to the ideas and questions of others, and search for evidence in the text to support their ideas.
The length of the seminar should be a 50-80 minute period. Students respond to a question generated by the teacher or student facilitator.  Students are required to evaluate options and make decisions regarding the question.
Prior to attempting a Socratic Seminar, it is important to know how to properly conduct one.  Valuable resources, from background information to selecting a text, from sample stem questions to forms of assessment, this link will help you prepare.   







