Learning to Listen Through Socratic Seminar

As her students enter the classroom, teacher Janet Stanton stands at the door collecting “tickets” to the Socratic seminar on tap for that day. The “ticket” is a simple homework assignment, such as a picture of one scene of the text or a question about the text, which proves the student has read the text. No ticket? No entry to the Socratic seminar circle. Those students sit outside of the circle with a job, such as tallying how many students stay on task or have side conversations.

As students enter the classroom, chairs are already set up in a circle. They are prepared and they know the rules. They have read the text (a story, essay, poem, song, or even a picture) several times the night before “like a love letter,” jotted notes in the margins, and come up with questions they might have about the text. They also completed their “ticket.” 

Once in the circle, students must stick to the point under discussion, to ask for clarification if confused, take turns speaking, make eye contact with each other and listen carefully. Most of all, they spend that 50 to 60 minutes talking to each other, and not to Stanton. As facilitator, Stanton will prepare five or six open-ended questions, and throw out a few at the beginning and then only if the conversation wanes.

“It’s all about student involvement,” says Stanton, in-house facilitator at Vikan Middle School in Brighton, Colorado. Students are used to looking to teachers for the “right” answer, but Stanton has learned over time to stay out of the conversation and let the students form their own opinions.

“I think the students are so conditioned to the teacher expecting one correct answer that when the teacher is involved, they are looking to see if they are right,” she says. In this model, students can have their own opinions and even disagree, but they realize they can both be right and respect each other’s opinions.

“I’ve found that the students are able to start thinking a little deeper about what they read. They are able to have a more critical conversation,” she says. “They start looking at themselves more as a learner, rather than someone who is supposed to be spitting out information. When they are reading their own books and journaling about them, they look deeper into the text and their purposes for doing things.”

Stanton says it also has helped her learn to listen to her students and to respect their opinions, rather than have a preconceived idea of what should come out of a lesson. She starts out slowly, but eventually students begin asking their own questions and Stanton serves only as facilitator. “You learn so much about your students because they are no longer inhibited about what is expected from the teacher and yet it’s a controlled situation where they are staying on topic.”

