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THANK YOU for downloading Socratic Directions
| created FREE for you.

In return, | ask that you...
(1) Have fun!
(2) Give me credit for my work if you share.
(3) Refer others to my websites www.LikeToRead.com,
www.LikeToWrite.com, and www.Facebook.com/LikeToWrite

I also ask that if you see any editing or content errors
that you let me know
by emailing me at
khaag@liketowrite.com

| hope | can help you in some small way.
Please feel free to email with questions ©
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Socratic Seminars

Use Socratic Seminars to provide students of
any age the opportunity to discover their
thinking. The whole class seeks to understand
the details of an issue. However, the purpose of
a Socratic Seminar is for individuals to work out
their personal beliefs as a result of the
discussion.

There are so many advantages. When working
together in a big circle, the teacher is able to
teach students how to talk to one another at
the same time. In a sense, the seminar serves as
an anchor lesson for discussion. Teachers refer
students back to the procedures they learned in
the larger circles when they move to smaller reading groups. Teachers groom leaders who run the
circles eventually. Readers work at the highest levels of thinking when they’re in charge of reading,
writing the questions, and leading their peers.

Socratic seminars may be messy at first. Students may need several seminars to realize that “thinking”
is valued over “winning”. Once the students sit through a few sessions, they understand the purpose.
Setting and assessing personal goals for each seminar helps also (as explained below). No matter how
messy your first tries, over time students will improve.

Learning Targets
NOTE: Learning targets will change as students become more sophisticated in Socratic Seminars.

1. Icanread and prepare an article for discussion.

2. |can participate in a big group using the argue-safely language.

3. lcanjump into a conversation and participate without raising my hand.

4. |am willing to change my mind when confronted with new information.

5. lcanimprove in discussion skills by setting, assessing, and resetting goals.

6. | can discover main ideas and themes through reading, thinking, and discussing with my peers.
Prepare

1. Select a text that is difficult to understand, not one that is difficult to read. The article should be of

interest and lend itself to thought-provoking discussion. Many teachers select topics matching
objectives to be mastered in content areas.
2. Inanideal world, students have a copy on which to write. Time for Kids allows teachers to

reproduce their news articles for FREE. Also, they provide texts in grade-level clusters: K-1, 2-3, 4-5,

and middle school.
3. The teacher sets a date and time for the seminar, usually one time per week. Some teachers
introduce or conclude unit topics with seminars. In that case, sessions would be held less often.
4. To give everyone a chance to have a say, | ask students to contribute 3-5 times not counting the
opening and closing questions. Therefore, a seminar runs about 45 minutes. You need that much
time so that everyone can participate equally.

5. The students prepare for the seminar by reading the selection in class or for homework. They mark

the article by underlining, highlighting and/or coding. They note questions to bring. In addition,
students ultimately come ready to share generalizations: big ideas and ways to apply to the
concepts to their individual lives.
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Set Personal Goals

6. On the day of the seminar, students write personal goals just before they enter the discussion. If
they write the goals in their daybooks, they will have long-term data to analyze. Goals grow out of
the experience. Students and teachers assess needs for improvement like:

* | will be willing to change my mind.
* | will refer to the text, other readings and other people to support ideas with evidence.
* | will ask questions that demonstrate my thinking.
* | will listen to participants carefully.
* | will follow up other participants' remarks with comments, questions or compliments.
* Since | am shy, | will try to speak 3 times.
* Since | have a tendency to talk a lot, | will only speak 3 times.
* | will learn about topics from many perspectives.
* | will encourage others to speak by asking them to participate.
* | will argue safely using language that engages others in the conversation.
v' What about...
v" What did you think when ...
v' That’s interesting. Did you also think that ...
v" Good point! | also learned ...
v' lagreeand ..
v' That’s true and ...
v' Tell me more about ...
v" | was wondering ...
v" I’'m curious about what you thought about ...
v We haven’t heard from ____ today, and | would like to know what you think.
Discuss

14. The leader cannot participate except to keep the

15.

16.

conversation flowing. When just beginning to model
how Socratic Seminars work, the teacher probably will
break that rule to help students understand how the
circles work. In school, students’ eyes are on the
teacher because they seek approval. The reason for
getting out of the middle of these discussions is so that
readers will talk with their classmates to determine
what they think without the leader’s influence.

It’s critical that the group sits in a circle so that
everyone can see everyone else. If your room is small,
teach students to move their chairs to places
surrounding the desks. | actually assign spots so that
students can move into a large in circle in 3 seconds. To
change the environment, move to a large room conducive to creating a large circle of chairs. Meet
outdoors occasionally.

It is common for the leader to begin with a question that everyone answers - one at a time. The
warm-up question is easy and gives each individual a chance to say something that can’t be wrong. |
challenge students to listen carefully so they don’t repeat their classmates’ answers. Even that
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17.

18.

19.

20.

suggestion may be too overwhelming for students at first, so be in tune with students’ needs.
Examples of first questions that work for me are:

* Read one sentence from the article that you think is very important.

* If you had to summarize this text in one word, what would it be?

The students do not raise hands. This concept alone is difficult. It requires learning how to jump into
a conversation to get your ideas heard.

The leader continues to work from the list of questions she prepared ahead of time. The questions
move from the literal - making sure everyone understands the facts - to inferential and application. |
take my cues from the participants. | may have great questions planned. However, the discussion
may veer of the course | envisioned and so, | make up questions to help it move along. | like to read
a quote from the article, and ask a question about that quote. | also like students to quote what they
think is important and explain why.

| keep track of who is talking on a seating chart for 2 reasons: (1) to be sure everyone has a chance
to participate, and (2) to analyze the dynamics when | lead seminars. From the information | gather,
| encourage individuals to work on their needs or fine-tune how | facilitate the group. In middle and
high school, | find that students like to work for points. When keeping track, | can assign them points
for participation.

The leader reserves the right to move to the next question when she feels discussion is waning or to
fit time limitations. The leader makes comments like, “I have 2 more questions. This would be a
good time for students who have not participated to add their ideas to the discussion.” Or, “l have 6
students who have participated 5 times. | am asking you to hold your comments so that others may
share at this time.” Or, “In the interest of time, I’'m going to call a halt to this part of the discussion
and move to my next question.”

Conclude

14.

15.

The leader may simply thank the participants and close the discussion. If time allows, the leader

concludes by asking each person to answer a closing question. | often ask the same question | asked

at the beginning to see how participants’ minds have changed. For example:

* Read one sentence from the article that you think is very important. Tell us if that is that the
same or different than at the beginning.

¢ If you had to summarize this text in one word, what would it be? Is that the same or different
word?

* Tell us one important idea about which you changed your mind.

* Tell us one detail that you understand more clearly as a result of the discussion.

Students return to their seats and write in notebooks. They evaluate whether they attained the

goal(s) they set for themselves at the beginning. They make notes about goals for next time, also.

Setting and assessing goals will take modeling. For more on reflection, read LikeToWrite.com.
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