
SOCRATIC SEMINAR 
 
I. WHAT IT IS 
 A Socratic Seminar, prompted by their teacher’s open-ended, provocative questions, is based 
upon the Greek philosopher Socrates, who would take a subject and then raise thoughtful 
questions. In our Socratic seminar, the subject would be a shared historical reading or history 
unit in which you, the students, would engage in thoughtful dialogue, monitored and clarified by 
the teacher. 
 
II. STUDENT PREPARATION (THE BLACK IS WHAT IS USED FOR HIGH SCHOOL STUDENTS AND 
HIGHER LEVEL MIDDLE SCHOOL STUDENTS.  THE RED IS WHAT I USE FOR MY MIDDLE SCHOOL 
STUDENTS.) 

A. Read the text for total understanding 
B. Mark the text or take notes  
C. Ways to mark the text 

1. Place a check next to crucial passages 
2. Make notes in the margin as you react to passages that are unique or noteworthy 
3. Place a question mark in the margin if you do not understand 
4. Put an exclamation point in the margin if it is surprising or unusual 
5. Circle key concepts 
6. Make a list of words that are new (and look them up!) 

D. Traditional note-taking 
E. Graphic organizers 

“Failure to produce any preparation of the text is usually indicative of hasty, inadequate reading, 
invariably resulting in poor seminar preparation.” (Ball in “Socratic Seminars”) 
 F. Reflection on the text before the actual seminar 
 Process such questions as “What is the particular theological position?” “Does it agree 

with reality as I know it?” “Does the writer have a sound argument and evidence? 
 G. Pre-seminar tasks 
  1. Quiz 
  2. Written summary 
  3. Teacher check of marking/notes etc. 
At the end of a unit, I give the students topics and put them into groups of 2 or 3 to discuss, come  
up with questions and answers for their questions. 
Example: We just finished a unit on the industrial revolution and inventions.  A Socratic Seminar 
might include the following discussion topic: 

1. Discuss ways the industrial revolution and new invention aided the North. 
2. Discuss ways the industrial revolution and new inventions led the South to become more 

agricultural and led to an increase/spread of slavery. 
3. Discuss how advances in the textile industry/steam boats/etc. led to increased tensions 

between the North and South. 
4. How did the working conditions in textile mills go from the “Lowell girls” to sweat-

shops? 
5. Why did Eli Whitney invent the cotton gin and how did it fail to accomplish his purpose? 
6. If you were an immigrant or slave at this time, what questions would you want answered?  

What answers would the business owners, plantation owners and politicians give? 
7. Discuss sectionalism and the Missouri Compromise. 

 
 



III. RULES IN SOCRATIC SEMINAR 
 A.  Affective rules 
  1. All must feel free to express their ideas 
   a. No put downs 
   b. Disagreement with students’ ideas not with students themselves 
  2. General courtesy and self-control 
   a. Waiting one’s turn, not interrupting 
   b. Choosing disagreement language carefully 
   c. Staying focused 
   d. Thinking before speaking 
  3. Using Mr. or Miss with the student’s last name to ensure more formality 
 B. Intellectual rules 
  1. Come to the seminar PREPARED 
  2. Support opinions with textual evidence when possible 
  3. Fully elaborate on the points made, but do not dominate discussion 
  4. Raise new, but relevant questions for your peers 
  5. Participate (active listening as well as contributing to the discussion) 
  6. Fulfill the alternative assignments if you do not participate 
Taken from Teaching in the Block ed. Robert Lynn Canady & Michael D. Retting, (Eye on Education, Larchmont, N.Y. 1996) 
pp. 29-44 
IN ORDER TO GET EVERYONE TO PARTICIPATE, I PUT UP TALLEY MARKS FOR THE NUMBER OF  
STUDENTS WHO HAVE MADE AN INTELLIGENT INPUT OR QUESTION.   
NUMBER OF STUDENTS WHO HAVE SPOKEN NUMBER OF STUDENTS WHO NEED TO SPEAK 
1 TIME 3 TIMES 
2 TIMES 2 TIMES 
3 TIMES 1 TIME 
I DO NOT SAY WHICH STUDENTS NEED TO SPEAK.  IT IS UP TO THEM TO HELP EVERYONE  
PARTICIPATE.  AT THE END OF THE SEMINAR, I TAKE AWAY FROM THE CLASS, ONE POINT FOR  
EVERY STUDENT WHO HAS NOT BEEN INCLUDED.  THIS PREVENTS A FEW STUDENTS FROM  
DOMINATING THE DISCUSSION AND THE EXCLUSION OF OTHERS.  IF THE CLASS DOES WELL,  
AND EVERYONE PARTICIPATES I COUNT IT AS A TEST GRADE AND THEY DO NOT HAVE TO TAKE  
THE TEST OVER THE UNIT.  IF EVERYONE SPEAKS AT LEAST 3 TIMES, I GIVE THE ENTIRE CLASS  
15 STARTING POINTS. 
BECAUSE THE STUDENTS KNOW I AM SERIOUS ABOUT THIS RULE, I HAVE NEVER HAD TO TAKE  
AWAY POINTS  FOR STUDENTS BEING EXCLUDED!!! 
 
IV. POINTS IN A SOCRATIC SEMINAR 
 A. Student Responses 
  1. SA –Student answers question = 1 point 
  2. QS – Student asks questions = 2 points 
  3. SYN – Student synthesizes 2 or more students remarks and adds his/her own =  
   3 points 
  4. LA – Student gives logical argument = 2 points 
  5. INCS – Incorporating another student’s remark and adding to it = 2 points 
  6. OpE – Opinion with evidence = 2 points 
  7. OP – Opinion 
  8. No points for merely repeating another student’s remark 
 B. Note Taker: Students who are more reserved and prefer to listen to the discussion 

without verbally participating, are required to take notes on the discussion. 

Performance Objective Criterion 
Exemplary (5 pts.) 

Criterion 
Satisfactory (3 pts.) 

Criterion 
Needs Improvement (1 pt.) 



C. Each Socratic Seminar = 15 points 
D. Alternative Rubric Scoring = 15 points possible: 

Reading comprehension Student understands the 
text and can easily refer to 
it in a discussion. 

Student understands the 
text to some extent, has to 
do some re-reading to find 
his/her point in the text. 

Student can answer some 
basic questions if 
prompted 

Expression and exchange 
of ideas 

Student synthesizes 2 or 
more students remarks and 
adds his/her own. 
Student states opinion with 
evidence from text, using 
logical arguments. 

Student incorporates 
another student's remark 
and adds to it. Student asks 
question that reflect that 
they are listening to others. 

Student answers questions. 
(No points for merely 
repeating another student's 
remark) 

Synthesis and reporting Student writes a thorough 
summary of the text and 
discussion, including a 
synthesis of his/her own 
conclusions drawn from 
the discussion. 

Student writes an adequate 
summary of the text and 
discussion, and includes a 
thought or two on his/her 
opinion, backed up by the 
text. 

Student writes a few points 
occurring in the text or 
discussion. Opinion is 
expressed, but not backed 
up with evidence. 


