SOCRATIC SEMINAR

Seeking Deeper Understanding of Complex Ideas Through Thoughtful Dialogue
Instructional Difficulty
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Summary
The Socratic seminar model is designed to help students examine ideas through dialogue
and a logical progression of questioning. This typically involves at least 3 layers of questions
that the facilitator prepares beforehand: at least one essential question (the purpose for
the discussion, this is an abstract question the discussion is attempting to answer), basic
questions (broad questions that help answer aspects of the essential question), and
cluster questions (questions that vary in complexity to scaffold students' ability to answer
the more abstract questions). Thus, the quality of questions is a foundational piece. By
discussing questions, even posing their own questions, students consider a number of
perspectives and deepen their understanding of controversial topics. As the discussion
progresses, contradictory ideas are weighed logically with a focus on forming resolutions.
Most often participants form a large circle to encourage equal participation. The instructor
takes the roles as a guide, allowing the students to interact and respond to one another.
Occasionally, the instructor poses additional questions to move the dialogue into more
complex ideas, but may often encourage the students to dictate the direction.
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Start Strong
To reiterate, the caliber and success of
discussion relies on the quality of
questions. It is essential that the
facilitator takes time to prepare
questions of varying levels of
complexity beforehand. It is also
important to prepare students to
participate in the discussion. This can
be done in a number of ways, from
having students bring their own
questions of a reading to the
discussion to completing an essay
prior to participating in the discussion
to ensure they have thought through
the topic. The essay or questions can
even be used as their entrance ticket
to participate in the discussion.

Why it Matters
Socratic seminars allow students to
construct
new
knowledge
by
interacting with the ideas and
understandings of others. This
emphasizes how they "own" their
individual understanding, which is
then based on a wider range of
perspectives. The dialogic approach
also
improves
retention
and
ultimately increases the transfer of
knowledge, while encouraging a
strong community focus.

Bloom's Revised Taxonomy
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Choose a text related to the big ideas you
want to discuss. Give students specific
directions on how to process and engage
with the text prior to the discussion.
The text can range from a piece of art, music,
a video clip, a reading, a demonstration, a
case study, or even a common experience
that students previously participated in.
Create a set of essential questions (or at
least one) based on the text, which are
broad, abstract, and engaging.
Essential questions may transcend the text.
In other words, the questions might be larger
than the issues that are obvious in the text.
Ultimately, the discussion should help
students answer these broad questions.

UNDERSTAND

2 BRAINSTORM QUESTIONS
Brainstorm questions of varying cognitive
demand to ensure thoughtful discussions.
There are several ways to develop questions.
One common method is using
Bloom's
Revised Taxonomy.
REMEMBER questions ask students to recall, restate,
or remember learned info.
UNDERSTAND questions ask students to make sense
of the information by interpreting and translating
what is learned.
APPLY questions ask students to use information in a
context different from the one in which it was learned.
ANALYZE questions ask students to break down the
learned information into its parts.
EVALUATE questions ask students to make decisions
based on reflection and assessment.
CREATE questions ask students to develop new ideas
and information.

Ground Rules & Expectations

Socratic seminars are very effective
for deepening understanding of a
topic. Because of their nature, they
are best paired with other activities
meant to develop surface knowledge
before
participating
in
the
discussion. They can even play an
important role in project based
learning (PBL) to help students
approach the topic with more
thoughtful
considerations
and
ultimately
help
transfer
their
learning beyond the classroom.
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Cluster Questions

3 CLUSTER & ORGANIZE
Group the questions by topic. Identify
"basic" questions and begin to cluster the
questions around these basic ones.
A basic question in an "umbrella" question
—a higher-level question, often abstract,
and fairly broad in scope—that raises an
issue. One basic question may prompt
discussion around a piece of the essential
question.
Cluster questions are related to the basic
questions and are both lower- and higherorder questions that develop an issue.

What will you assess?

Make connections with the ideas of others
Ask a thought provoking question

Student
Interaction

Build on the ideas of others

Pair With
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APPLY
REMEMBER

1 TEXT & ESSENTIAL QUESTIONS

Basic Question

EVALUATE
ANALYZE

Demonstrate a synthesis with the ideas
from the text or another person

4 INTRODUCTION
Introduce the Socratic Seminar to the students. Let
them know that a major purpose is to help them learn
to think for themselves as they engage in intellectual
interaction with others.
Explain to the students that seminars are designed to
allow instructors and students to practice dialogue
with certain characteristics such as openness to ideas
from the text that disconfirm previously held beliefs
and acceptance of other viewpoints as valid and as a
way to discover a common ground.
With your students, then review your chosen criteria
for fruitful seminar participation. For example,
1. Showing patience with a variety of ideas and contributions.
2. Asking for clarification.
3. Active listening
4. Addressing comments to all or most of the other
participants.
5. And, not speaking too much.

5 DISCUSSION
Have the students sit in a circle with the
entire class.
Open the discussion with the essential
question, possibly write it on the wall, and
then begin with some cluster questions.
When leading the discussion, you may need
to frequently ask follow-up questions that
force students to reason aloud and air their
thoughts. The tone of the probing should be
encouraging as you ask students what they
think and if they can support their ideas.
After asking a question, allow sufficient wait
time before eliciting an answer. Also, ask
students to support their responses from the
text.
Remember, the questions you ask should be
open-ended—not questions you already
have an answer for.

Discussion's
Impact on
Thinking

6 EVALUATION
Finish by asking students to debrief the
Socratic Seminar and their own learning
in relation to the objectives. This can be
done as a continued full class discussion,
in small groups, on an exit card, individual
conferences with the instructor, etc.
Students can be assessed individually for
their learning in several ways. On one side
of the spectrum, you might assess
students on how they interacted with
others. Did they speak clearly, cite
sources, listen actively, etc. On the flip
side, you may also choose to assess how
the discussion influenced or changed their
thinking of the topic. This is often done in
the form of a reflection or brief paper.

