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What is Socratic Seminar
A Seminar is a question-focused, student-dominated, 
and teacher facilitated discussion, concerning key ideas 
and texts

Named after Socrates, well-know for his open-ended 
dialogues

It can be as formal or informal as you want



How it works

A Socratic Seminar consists of two halves: an “inner 
circle” and “outer circle”

The inner circle asks and answers questions and 
discusses a text

The outer circle records information and takes notes 
on the inner circle’s progress



What is Socratic Seminar

Has a different purpose than direct instruction

More student ownership

Allows for sharing of interpretations and ideas

Learning how to think out loud about a text



What a Seminar is NOT

A debate (competitive dialogue)

Rehearsed student speaking

A roundabout way of arriving at a teacher’s prized 
understanding

A more lively and engaging teaching of content 



How I introduced it to my 
students

A “Socratic Seminar” is a student only discussion. You ask the 
questions, and you answer them.
The purpose is to help each other understand the text. This is an 
opinion based discussion. This is NOT a debate. Because this is 
not a debate, you are encouraged to begin your sentences with 
“in my opinion,” “I think that,” or “What if.” 
You help each other to better understand the text by asking each 
other thoughtful questions. These questions should be designed 
to have others talk about them, not to stump your classmates. 



How I introduced it to my 
students

How is it different from a normal class period?
Organization of the room: in a circle- see and hear everyone
Students talk more freely and openly- don’t raise your hand
Wait your turn to talk- wait time/silence is ok
No side conversation- listen to each other
More open, fun conversation
Eyes on whoever is talking 
Stay on topic and answer/respond to each other
Get everyone involved
Talk loud enough for everyone to hear you
Its ok to “pass” or not contribute to one of the points



WHY DO SOCRATIC 
SEMINAR?



FACILITATING THE 
INNER CIRCLE



Facilitating the Inner Circle
Division of  Groups

Groups should be unpredictable and as heterogeneous 
as possible

Have students switch up locations or who they sit by



Facilitating the Inner Circle
The Initial Question

A good question: based in opinion, focused on the meaning 
the writer is trying to convey, and has multiple answers that 
may conflict

The first question should be more specific with general follow-
up questions

Plan three to five questions



Facilitating the Inner Circle
Keeping the discussion going and focused

Break the habits of traditional discussions

• Sit within the inner circle 

• Outer circle feedback



Facilitating the Inner Circle
Knowing what questions to ask

A well-placed teacher question can stimulate great 
dialogue; a poorly placed one can hinder dialogue and 
leave students feeling misinformed

•Plan ten to fifteen 

•Use three types of questions: facts, interpretation, 
and evaluation



FACILITATING THE 
OUTER CIRCLE



Facilitating the Outer Circle
Explaining their role

Police dramas: one-way mirror 

Focus on behaviors and how ideas are presented

Focus on coaching an individual player 

Visual distinction of the two circles (levels)



Facilitating the Outer Circle
Half-Time 

Coaching minute- coach shares notes taken during the 
discussion with their individual player



Facilitating the Outer Circle
Sharing whole group feedback

Ask students to share positive feedback or suggestions 
they have for the full group

Ways to start the conversation: 

Go around the circle and offer initial comments on 
inner circle discussion: maybe three strengths and 
one area for improvement 

Write their suggestion anonymously



Facilitating the Outer Circle
Ratings and Goals

Rate the quality of the inner circle’s performance on a 
scale of one to ten: ask several students to give a one-
sentence explanation of their rating.

Create a clear and specific goal to work on during their 
inner circle discussion



THE SEMINAR 
PROCESS



Video Notes
Teacher Inner Circle Outer Circle

Questions / CommentsQuestions / CommentsQuestions / Comments



Day 1 Video



ASSESSMENTS AND 
MATERIALS



SEMINAR IN ALL 
SUBJECT AREAS



Why Use Socratic Seminar 
in All Subject Areas

It address literacy standards, reading strategies and 
questioning skills for your content area

It doesn’t have to be a long seminar - it can just be a 
introduction activity to the lesson

It’s about the text selection process



Math

Instead of: Taking notes to introduce a topic

Try: Read and discuss a children’s story or current issue 
article to introduce a math concept 

Instead of: Giving a test review guide and going over it 
as a full class with teacher providing answers

Try: Reviewing math concepts or questions students 
have before a test with students being the expert 



Math



Science
Instead of: Giving a safety lecture & quiz

Try:  Reading an article about examples of unsafe 
practices, discuss in S.S. and then create the safety rules 
as a class

Instead of: Lecturing on how human’s activities cause 
changes in environments

Try: Using S.S. to investigate where environments have 
been changed and how we should help environments



Science



Social Studies
Instead of: Looking at a concept or discussing a period 
of time from an outsider’s lens

Try: Reading a text that puts the student into that 
context or ask the student to think about application 
today 

Instead of: Explaining the three branches of the 
government and defining democracy

Try: Evaluating a President’s opinion on the importance 
of democracy and the value of a democratic society



Social Studies



Language Arts

Instead of: Analyzing a poem independently and 
annotating the text 

Try: Using S.S. to hear multiple opinions and annotate 
together (way to also teach annotation)

Instead of: Giving students questions to check if they 
read or understand a novel

Try: Using S.S. to allow student to discuss their 
thoughts while they read



Language Arts



Electives

Instead of: Discussing a piece of art as a class, raising 
hands, and hearing from a selected group of students

Try: Using S.S. to preview a piece of art first and 
brainstorm their own thoughts before connecting with 
the author’s thoughts

Try: Investigating a piece of art and discussing a 
potential title for the piece using evidence based 
arguments



Electives



QUESTIONS?


