	Socrates: A Short History
Socrates, an Athenian philosopher born in 469 BC, is known today thanks to the writings of his most famous pupil, Plato. Socrates neglected his own affairs choosing, instead, to spend his time organizing public gatherings to discuss virtue and justice. He is credited with formulating a method of discussion known as the Socratic dialectic. Encouraging participants to sit in a circle, Socrates would draw knowledge from the group by presenting a series of deeply philosophical questions. Socrates looked on the soul as the heart of consciousness and moral character and believed that each person needed to understand his/her own "true self." While Socrates was a gentle spirit, he made numerous enemies. His thoughtful critiques of the Athenian religious and political institutions were considered acts of heresy. He was eventually tried for corrupting the beliefs and values of Athenian youths. Following his conviction in 399 BC, he willingly drank the cup of hemlock that was given to him. 
What is a Socratic seminar?
A Socratic Seminar (from the original Socratic dialectic) is a motivating form of scholarly discourse based on an "essential question." A seminar consists of four elements:
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The text - Can come from any subject area.
The question - Reflects genuine curiosity and has no "right" answer. 
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The leader - Offers the initial question then plays a dual role as leader and participant. 
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The participants - Study the text in advance, listen actively, and share ideas using evidence from the text for support.
Using the Socratic Seminar: As with any effective teaching strategy, scaffolding the instruction (pre, during and post activities) ensures the engagement and success of all students.
1. Pre-seminar activities help kids make personal connections, activate prior knowledge, increase motivation and interest, become personally knowledgeable of the topic. Strategies might include:
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Reader Response (brief discussion)
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Free (or fast) writing activities
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Webbing
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Personal and group research
2. During-seminar activities help kids stay on task, self-assess their contributions and involvement, establish pace and depth of discussion. Strategies might include:
[image: image8.png]


Talking Chips - Dispense equal number of "chips" to participants at start of discussion. Encourage each participant to use all chips . . and no more. 
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Talking Chain - Ask each participant (in turn) for a contribution.
3. Post-seminar activities help kids make personal connections based on the insights gained during the seminar and apply these connections to their own lives. Strategies might include:
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Journal writing
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Self-assessment narratives
[image: image12.png]


Authentic follow-up projects (such as writing an editorial for a local newspaper on the topic covered in the seminar . . . from both perspectives)
The Essential Question Approach
Some educators believe the essential questions driving a Socratic Seminar are crucial to a seminar's success. They feel Essential Questions work well if they . . . 
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Point to the heart of a topic and its controversies
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Generate multiple answers and perspectives
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Cast old knowledge in a new light 
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Lead to discovery and "uncoverage" vs. "coverage"
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Encourage deeper interest in the subject
[image: image18.png]


Are framed in a provocative and enticing style 


