
©Cindy Adams, 2002 
Revisions, examples, format © Ali Borger-Germann, 2007 

 

Socratic Seminars 
Background 
The Socratic method of teaching is based on Socrates' theory that it 
is more important to enable people to think for themselves than to 
merely fill their heads with "right" answers.  
 
In our dialogues, you will be given opportunities to "examine" a common 
piece of text (in our case, A Separate Peace). After reading the common 
text closely, carefully, absorbing every word (the same way we read 

things like love letters), then you will pose open-ended questions and discuss possible answers. These 
open-ended questions allow all of us to think more critically, to analyze multiple meanings in text, and to 
express ideas with clarity and confidence. 
 
Logistics 
For each Seminar, there will be two circles—an inner circle and an outer circle.   The inner circle (8 
students) will each receive 10 pennies to “spend” in conversation, while the outer circle will each receive 
2 pennies to “spend” in conversation.  As a result, on the day you participate in the inner circle, you are 
earning a “major” participation grade (50 points).  On the days you participate in the outer circle, you are 
earning a “minor” participation grade (15 points). 
 
The pennies  help us make sure everyone contributes proportionally.  You must spend all your pennies 
and you may not speak further if all your pennies are spent. 
 

 
 
Pre-Seminar Question-Writing: 
Before you come to a Socratic Seminar class,  please read the 
assigned portion of text and write at least some questions in the 
following four categories: 
 

1. Open-Ended Question:  Write an insightful question about the text that will require 
proof and group discussion and "construction of logic" to discover or explore the answer 
to the question. 

 
For Example: In To Kill a Mockingbird, after almost getting shot by Nathan 
Radley, why did Jem go back for his pants?  

 
2. Universal Theme/ Core Question:  Write a question dealing with a theme(s) of the text 

that will encourage group discussion about the universality of the text. 
 

For example: Discuss the various ways loneliness is imposed people in all walks 
of life in Of Mice and Men. 
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3. Literary Analysis Question: Write a question dealing with HOW an author chose to 
compose a literary piece.  How did the author manipulate point of view, characterization, 
poetic form, archetypal hero patterns, for example? 

 
For example: In To Kill A Mockingbird, why is it important that the 
story is told through flashback? 

 
4. Looking for pattern question: Pose a question that addresses the larger patterns we’re 

exploring in this unit (e.g. hero’s journey and boarding school stories). 
 

For example, Gene is the hero of his own journey, but he functions as the sidekick 
to Finny in the story.   Does Finny have his own hero’s journey?  What is the 
quest that Gene’s hero’s journey is taking him on? 

 
 

Socratic Seminar:  General Boundaries 
Guidelines 

• Refer to the text FREQUENTLY during the discussion. A seminar is not a test of memory. You 
are not "learning a subject"; your goal is to understand the ideas, issues, and values reflected in 
the text. 

• Do not participate if you are not prepared. A seminar should not be a bull session. 
• Do not stay confused; ask for clarification. 
• Stick to the point currently under discussion; make notes about ideas you want to come back to. 
• Don't raise hands; take turns speaking. 
• Listen carefully. 
• Speak up so that all can hear you. 
• Talk to each other, not to the leader or teacher. 
• Discuss ideas and textual evidence rather than each other's opinions. 
• You are responsible for the seminar, even if you don't know it or admit it. 

 
 
Expectations 
When I am evaluating your Socratic Seminar participation, I am thinking about the following questions, 
asking them to myself about the participants being evaluated. 
   

Did they…. 
• Speak loudly and clearly? 
• Cite reasons and evidence for their statements? 
• Use the text to find support? 
• Listen to others respectfully? 
• Stick with the subject? 
• Talk to each other, not just to the leader?  
• Paraphrase accurately? 
• Ask for help to clear up confusion? 
• Support each other? 
• Avoid hostile exchanges? 
• Question others in a civil manner? 
• Seem prepared? 
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Socratic Seminar:  Participant Rubric 

“A” Level Participant 
 

• Participant spends 7-8 pennies in meaningful 
conversation. 

• Participant offers enough solid analysis, without 
prompting, to move the conversation forward 

• Participant, through his/her comments, demonstrates 
a deep knowledge of the text and the question 

• Participant has come to the seminar prepared, with 
journal and/or a marked/annotated text   

• Participant, through his/her comments, shows that 
s/he is actively listening to other participants 

• Participant offers clarification and/or follow-up that 
extends the conversation 

• Participant’s remarks often refer back to specific 
parts of the text. 

 
“B” Level Participant 
 

• Participant spends 6 pennies in meaningful 
conversation 

• Participant offers solid analysis without prompting 
• Through comments, participant demonstrates a good 

knowledge of the text and the question 
• Participant has come to the seminar prepared, with 

journal and a marked/annotated text 
• Participant shows that he/she is actively listening to 

others and  offers clarification and/or follow-up 
 

“C” Level Participant 
 

• Participant spends 5 pennies in meaningful 
conversation 

• Participant offers some analysis, but needs 
prompting from the seminar leader 

• Through comments, participant demonstrates a 
general knowledge of the text and question 

• Participant is less prepared, with few notes and no 
marked/annotated text 

• Participant is actively listening to others, but does 
not offer clarification and/or follow-up to others’ 
comments 

• Participant relies more upon his or her opinion and 
less on the text to drive his or her comments 

 
“D” or “F” Level Participant 
 

• Participant spends fewer than 5 pennies or spends 
pennies on meaningless conversation 

• Participant offers little commentary 
• Participant comes to the seminar ill-prepared with 

little understanding of the text and question 
• Participant does not listen to others, offers no 

commentary to further the discussion        
• Participant distracts the group by interrupting other 

speakers or by offering off topic questions and 
comments. 

• Participant ignores the discussion and its participants 
 

 


