
Lesson: Dialoguing about Health Insurance Plans – Solve Real-World Problems Involving Systems of Equations 
 
Time: 84 minutes x 2 Days (168 minutes) 
 
Grouping: Triads 
 
Objective(s):  

1) SWBAT engage in a Socratic Seminar in which they will discuss which health insurance plan is 
the best, explain why, and how they know 

2) SWBAT use claims, evidence, and reasoning to support the health insurance plan they chose 
3) SWBAT engage in an exchange of information with peers and critique the reasoning of others 

 
Standards:  

1) Mathematics Standards: 8.EE.8, 8.F.2, 8.F.3, 8.F.4, MP3, MP4 
2) ELD Standards: 1. Exchanging information/ideas, 3. Supporting opinions and persuading others, 

5. Listening actively, 9. Presenting, 12. Justying/arguing  
3) ELA Standards: SL8.1, 3, 4, 6 

 
Academic Language: Socratic seminar, academic language, dialoguing, debating, norms, pilot, co-pilot, observer 
 
Materials: 

1) “Choosing a Health Insurance Plan” Performance Task Packet (completed by students) 
2) “Guide to Choosing a Health Insurance Plan” Article and Cornell Notes (completed by students) 
3) “Metacognitive Journal” Worksheets (completed by students) 
4) “Socratic Seminar” Informational Handout 
5) “The Role and Responsibilities of the Socratic Seminar Participant” Handout 
6) “Rules of Engagement for Socratic Seminar” Handout 
7) “Developing Opening, Guiding, and Closing Questions” Handout 
8) “Questions Planning Template” Handout 
9) “Socratic Seminar Observation Checklist” Handout 
10) “Socratic Seminar Observation Notes” Handout 
11) “Socratic Seminar Rubric” Handout 
12) “Academic Language Script” Sentence Starters Handout 
13) Socratic Seminar Self-Assessment Worksheets (2): Participant and Leader 
14) Talking chips (red and green or any two color of your choice) 
15) “Evaluating a Socratic Seminar as a Whole” Worksheet (for Teacher) 
16) Socratic Seminar Full Avid Lesson Guide (for Teacher) 
17) Socratic Seminar for Mathematics Exemplar Article (for Teacher) 
18) Class Roster (for Teacher) 

 
 

Day 1 
 
I. Anticipatory Set: Pass out the Socratic Seminar informational sheet. Ask students to read it to themselves, 

highlighting, circling, or underling any important information. 
1) Pose the question/prompts on the board:  

 What is a Socratic Seminar?  
 Describe the purpose and what you think a Socratic Seminar might look like. 
 What are the norms or rules when you are having a Socratic Seminar? What do you do? 

2) Give students time to come up with a response then have them think-pair-share with their elbow 
partner by taking turns sharing their answers. Have them come to a consensus and share as a class. 

3) Write student responses on the board and highlight the part in which students must generate 2-3 
of their own questions which they will do after learning about the seminar structure and their role. 



 
II. Direct Instruction: Give a brief overview and introduce the formation of the Socratic Seminar as a triad. 

1)  Explain that a triad is composed of an inner and outer circle. The inner circle will comprise of 
10+ students who are known as “pilots” and the outer circle will comprise of about 20 students 
who are divided into co-pilots and observers.  

2) Each pilot will have a “co-pilot” and an “observer” in the outer circle.  
3) Co-pilots will observe the seminar and pass notes to their pilot if they notice a question that has 

not been posed, if an answer to a question has not been given, or pass a comment for the pilot to 
add to the conversation.  

4) The observer will watch the dialogue and use the “Socratic Seminar Observation Checklist” 
worksheet to note their pilot’s participation during the seminar. They will choose 3 participants to 
observe using the “Socratic Seminar Observation Notes” worksheet to note observed behaviors. 

5) Assign roles for each of the triad members. Within the heterogeneous groupings, there should be 
one higher level learner who can act as the “pilot” or leader and is comfortable with speaking out. 

 
III. Guided Practice: Pass out the “Developing Opening, Guiding, and Closing Questions” handout and 

“Questions Planning Template” and let your students know they will be generating questions for the 
seminar as discussed at the beginning of the class 

1) Model explicitly how they would use the handout to help them generate questions for opening, 
guiding, and closing questions. Direct them to come up with 2-3 questions in each category. 

2) Next, ask students to take out the “Guide to Choosing a Health Insurance Plan” article, the 
“Choosing a Health Insurance Plan” performance task, and their Metacognitive Journals to 
generate opening, guiding, and closing questions and let your students know that they will be 
using the article and worksheets as the “text” for the basis of the dialogue in the Socratic Seminar. 

 
IV. Checking for Understanding: Elicit individual responses and monitor whole class and student discussions 

to check for understanding. 
1) Monitor student interaction as they engage in discussion about the informational sheet or 

handouts. 
2) Use popsicle sticks to randomly elicit individual student responses during the anticipatory set, 

direct or guided instruction. 
3) Circulate the class and continue to observe students conversations during the independent practice. 
4) Ask questions to gauge student understanding as I continue to circulate the class.  
5) Look over the students’ “Questions Planning Template”, give feedback using Socratic 

questioning, and ask them to make necessary changes. 
 

V. Independent Practice: Have students collaborate within their triads (pilot, co-pilot, and observer) to 
generate their opening, guiding, and closing questions and possible talking points that relate to the questions. 
  

VI. Assessment: Students complete the “Questioning, Planning Template” and prepare responses to the 
questions they heard during the closure of the lesson at home. 
 

VII. Closure: Students share out a couple of questions they have generated within their groups based on the 
article and performance task. 

 

 
Day 2 
 
I. Anticipatory Set: Pass out the “Socratic Seminar Observation Checklist” and “Socratic Seminar 

Observation Notes” worksheet and the Socratic Seminar rubric for students to look over. 
1) Go back and discuss what each of the 3 roles is responsible for and have students ask and answer 

clarifying questions or summarize for those who are confused. Make a poster and post it 
somewhere visible for all to reference if possible. 



2) Discuss what is expected of them based on the rubric as well as what behaviors are expected 
based on the norms handout they were given prior. Ask and answer any clarifying questions to 
address any confusion.  

3) Make a poster of the norms and post it somewhere visible for all to reference if possible. 
4) To ensure all students are participating, give each student 4 green and 2 red chips.  
5) Tell them, “You may use each green chip to speak and cannot participate until everyone else has 

used up their green chips. Then you will have 2 more turns to talk using the red chips.” Change 
the number of chips allotted for your classroom needs. It does not need to be chips either. 
 

II. Direct Instruction: Pass out the “Academic Language Script” sentence starters to the students and discuss 
the different ways they can use it to interact during the seminar based on the purpose of their comment. 

1) Pose an example opening question and explicitly model how to use the sentence starters to 
participate in discussion. Show them how to request assistance, interrupt, ask for clarification, 
probe, express opinions, build on what others say, solicit response or invite others to join the 
dialogue, disagree, offer a suggestion, or provide classroom reporting. 

 
III. Guided Practice: Have students form 2 circles, an inner and an outer circle where pilot is in the middle and 

copilot and observer are in the outer circle directly behind their pilot. 
1) Have a student volunteer to share one of their generated questions. 
2) Ask students to practice using the academic language script sentence starters to respond to the 

question and move the discussion forward. 
3) Teacher is prepared to intervene with probing questions if the group has not prepared higher level 

questions that meet the goal of the discussion, especially in the mathematics content area. 
4) Some example questions include:  

 “Which of the health plans would you personally choose and why do you think it is the 
best, defining your criteria for best?”  

 What does “best” mean to you? Does that mean it provides certain services that you 
want? Does it mean it is more affordable? Be specific. 

 
IV. Checking for Understanding: Using your class roster and an notebook, take notes during the Seminar to 

evaluate students, chronicle main ideas discussed, and use it for debriefing to help student set goals for the 
next Seminar.  

1) Evaluate individual and whole class input to check for understanding, asking probing questions to 
gauge student understanding of the task and content during the guided practice and the Socratic 
Seminar. 

2) Monitor student interaction as they engage in discussion, noting behavior, what was said, etc. 
 

V. Independent Practice: Using their generated questions and the responses they prepared in advanced, have 
the pilots “fishbowl” and dialogue about choosing health insurance plans, the factors that contributed to 
their decisions, and so on. 
  

VI. Assessment: Students will complete the “Socratic Seminar Self-Assessment” as a leader or a participant. 
 

VII. Closure: Debrief with the class and reflect on their areas of strength and areas for growth based on the 
rubric provided. Share with the class using the “Evaluating a Socratic Seminar as a Whole” handout. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

Student Materials 
 
 
 
 
 









Developing Opening, Guiding, and Closing Questions 
 

Seminar participants and leaders can use the ideas below to help develop questions appropriate to key 

stages of the Socratic seminar.  Opening questions should get the seminar off to a start; guiding questions 

should help to examine deeper meanings in the text and to adjust the seminar if it is getting off track; and 

closing questions should help the group bring the seminar to a close, though not necessarily to a 

conclusion. Use the template on the following page to record questions in preparation for the seminar. 
 

Opening Questions 
Description 

• Stem from context 

• Direct participants into the text 

• Elicit more than one-word 

responses 

• Are generally concrete questions 

 

Examples 

• What does this text ask us to do? 

• What is the theme of the reading? 

• What significance is this to ______? 

• What are the assumptions of this text? 

• Could the two main characters have switched places? Why or 

why not? 

• What might be some other good titles? 

• Is it better to be ________ or ___________? 

• In recent times, what well-known people are like________? 

Guiding Questions 
Description 

• Move participants deeper into the 

text and to examine the content of 

the text 

• Help participants examine their 

own thinking and encourage 

revision of  ideas 

• Help participants examine the 

seminar dynamics to keep it/get it 

on the right track 

• May ask for the interpretation of a 

specific line or passage; often 

“how” or “why” questions 

• May ask for clarification 

• May probe for assumptions, 

reasons, other interpretations, etc. 

• Generally move the discussion 

into the abstract 

 

Examples 

• What other ideas have we learned about that might help us 

understand this text? 

• Why does the main character think ________? 

• How do you support that position from the text? 

• How does this idea connect to _________? 

• If _______ is true, then _____________? 

• Can you define what you mean by ______? 

• Why do you say that? 

• What do we already know about______? 

• How can you verify or disprove that assumption? 

• What would happen if________? 

• Do you agree or disagree with his/her statement?  Why? 

• What would be an example of _______? 

• What is another way to look at it? 

• How are your thoughts now different from your initial ideas? 

• What would you say to someone who said ________? 

• How are ____ and _____ similar? 

• Why is ____ important? 

• How can we move from debate back to dialogue? 

• Who has another perspective to offer that will help us re-

energize the conversation? 

Closing Questions 
Description 

• Establish relevance 

• Connect to the real world 

• Relate to the lives of the 

participants 

• Are generally abstract 

Examples 

• What can we do with our understanding of this text? 

• If you were writing this work, what would the ending be? 

• How does this idea connect to _________? 

• Explain the consequences of the ideas in the text. 

• Predict/justify future developments. 

 



Questions Planning Template 
 

The quality of the learning in a Socratic seminar rests on the kinds of questions asked. Keep these guidelines in mind as you prepare questions 

below and as you think of additional questions while in the middle of the seminar: 

• Be sure your questions are based on the text. 

• Ask questions that are complex and require participants to think beyond what is directly stated in the text. 

• Ask open-ended questions; don’t ask YES/NO questions. 

• Ask questions to which there are no right or wrong answers. 

• Regularly ask “Why?” “How do you know?” and “Why is this important?” to help participants expand their thoughts and responses. 

• Ask questions that require participants to explain their reasoning, their assumptions, and to examine possible misunderstandings.   
 

Opening Questions  Guiding Questions Closing Questions 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 



 

Directions:  Each time your partner does one of the following put a check in the box. 

Speaks in the discussion 

 

Makes eye contact with other speakers or as she/he speaks  

 
 

Refers to the text 

 
 

Asks a new or follow-up question 

 
 

Responds to another speaker 

 

Paraphrases  

Encourages another participant to speak 

 

Interrupts another speaker 

 

Engages in side conversation 

 
 

Dominates the conversation 

 

AFTER the discussion: What is the most interesting thing your partner said? 
 
 
 
 
 
AFTER the discussion: What would you like to have said in the discussion? 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Socratic Seminar Observation Notes 

Name: _____________________________________ 

Directions: Choose three participants in the seminar to observe. Write examples of the behaviors listed below as you see or hear them occur.  

Participant Name 
 

Offers New Idea Asks a Question 
 

Refers to Text
 

Builds 
Idea 

Distracting 
Behavior 

Other Notes/Observations 
 

1.       

2.

3.       





Student Handout

Academic Language Scripts
Requesting Assistance

Could you please help me?
I’m having trouble with this. Would you mind helping me?
Could you please show me how to do this..., write this..., draw this..., pronounce this..., solve 
this...?

Interrupting
Excuse me, but... (I don’t understand.)
Sorry for interrupting, but... (I missed what you said.)
May I interrupt for a moment?
May I add something here?

Asking for Clarification
Could you repeat that?
Could you give me an example of that?
I have a question about that: ...?
Could you please explain what _______________ means?
Would you mind repeating that?
I’m not sure I understood that. Could you please give us another example?
Would you mind going over the instructions for us again?
So, do you mean...?
What did you mean when you said...?
Are you sure that...?

Probing for Higher Level Thinking
What examples do you have of . . . ?
Where in the text can we find…?
I understand . . ., but I wonder about. . . .
How does this idea connect to . . .?
If _______ is true, then . . .?
What would happen if . . .?
Do you agree or disagree with his/her statement?  Why?
What is another way to look at it?
How are ____ and _____ similar?
Why is ____ important?
How do you know that?  Can you give an example?
Is there another way to look at this?

Expressing an Opinion
I think/believe/predict/imagine that...
In my opinion...
It seems to me that...
Not everyone will agree with me, but...



Student Handout

Responding
I agree with what ______________ said because...
You’re right about that, and I also think...
That’s an interesting idea. I wonder...? I think... Do you think...?
I thought about that also, and I’m wondering why...?
I hadn’t thought of that before. You make me wonder if...? Do you think...?

Disagreeing
I don’t really agree with you because...
I see it another way. I think...
My idea is slightly different from yours. I believe that... I think that...
I have a different answer than you...

Soliciting a Response
Do you agree?
_____ (name), what do you think?
Can someone else ask a question or offer an opinion?
_____ (name), what did you understand from that answer?

Building on What Others Say
I agree with what ______________ said because . . . .
You bring up an interesting point, and I also think . . . .
That’s an interesting idea. I wonder . . .?  I think. . . .  Do you think . . .?
I thought about that also, and I’m wondering why . . .?
I hadn’t thought of that before. You make me wonder if . . . ?  Do you think . . .?
___________said that. . . .  I agree and also think. . . . 
Based on the ideas from _____, _______, and ______, it seems like we all think that….”
That’s an excellent point, and I would add…

Offering a Suggestion
Maybe you/we could...
Here’s something we/you might try.
What if you/we...?

Classroom Reporting
____________ explained to me that...
____________ pointed out that...
____________ mentioned that...
____________ emphasized that...
____________ shared with me that...
____________ brought to my attention that...
____________ pointed out something (interesting, intriguing, surprising).
I found out from ___________ that...
I learned from ___________ that...
I heard from ___________ that...
I discovered from ___________ that...



Socratic Seminar Self-Assessment 
Participant 

 

Name:________________________________  Seminar Text:____________________ 
 

Directions:  
4 = Excellent    3 = Good     2 = Showing Progress     1 = Needs Improvement 

 
_____ I read the text closely, marked the text, and took notes in advance. 

_____ I came prepared with higher level questions related to the text. 

_____ I contributed several relevant comments. 

_____ I cited specific evidence from the text to support an idea. 

_____ I asked at least one thoughtful, probing question. 

_____ I questioned or asked someone to clarify their comment. 

 

_____ I encouraged other participants to enter the conversation. 

_____ I treated all other participants with dignity and respect. 

  
Overall Score (circle one):  1     1.5  2    2.5     3     3.5     4 
 
Two goals I have for our next seminar are: 
1.  

 
2.  

 
 An area where I would like help: 

 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 



Socratic Seminar Self-Assessment 
Leader 

 

Name:________________________________  Seminar Text:____________________ 
Group 
Members:______________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________ 
 

Directions: Score your performa  
4 = Excellent    3 = Good     2 = Showing Progress     1 = Needs Improvement 

 
_____ I listened carefully and helped clear up confusion. 

_____ I asked questions to clarify or probe for higher-level thinking. 

_____ I helped the group get back on track if they strayed from the text or moved to  

debate.  

_____ I helped participants work together cooperatively. 

_____ I did not dominate the conversation. 

_____ I encouraged other participants to enter the conversation. 

_____ I treated all other participants with dignity and respect. 

_____ The group used the text as a reference throughout the Socratic Seminar. 

_____ Group members shared in the discussion of the topic. 

_____ The group asked in-depth questions.

_____ Everyone in the group was respectful of other ideas. 

_____ The group was able to take the Socratic Seminar to a high level of understanding. 

 

Overall Score (circle one):  1     1.5  2    2.5     3     3.5     4 
 
Two goals I have for my leadership development: 
1.  

 
2.  

 
 An area where I would like help: 

 

 



 
 

Teacher Materials 
 

 
 



Evaluating a Socratic Seminar as a Whole 

Consider the following questions as you prepare to talk about the strengths of a seminar and the areas 
for growth.           

Did the participants . . . 

 seem prepared? 

 speak loudly and clearly? 

 cite reasons and evidence for their statements?

 use the text to find support? 

  

 paraphrase accurately? 

 ask for help to clear up confusion? 

 ask higher level questions to move the dialogue forward? 

 stick with the subject? 

 listen to others respectfully? 

 talk to each other, not just the leader? 

 ? 

 avoid hostile exchanges and debate?

 question each other in a civil manner?
 
Did the leader . . . 

 get participants engaged early? How?

 make sure that questions were understood? 

 ask questions that led to further questions?

 draw out reasons and implications?

 keep attention on ideas in the text being discussed? 

 question misreadings of the text? 

 allow time (pauses) for thinking? 

 draw in all participants? 

 
  

 allow for discussion of disagreements?
 
Our class/seminar group demonstrated these major strengths: 

 

Our class/seminar group can grow in the following ways: 
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 Socratic Seminar

Socratic Seminar is a structured activity designed to engage students in deep 
thinking. The Greek philosopher Socrates believed that encouraging students to 
think for themselves was more important than filling their heads with the “right” 
answers. The Socratic method of teaching is a form of inquiry-based discourse 
focused on questioning to spur critical thinking and drive ideation. It is through 
exploration, dialogue, considering new perspectives, and constant questioning that 
students develop their critical thinking and problem-solving skills. Through Socratic 
Seminars, students develop confidence in articulating their ideas to others while 
providing supporting evidence with reasoned thinking.

Metacognitive Skills
Socratic Seminars offer more educational purpose than practicing academic 
dialogue alone. Socratic Seminars provide teachers with opportunities to explore 
the metacognitive skills that academically successful students employ. In addition 
to practicing their academic dialoguing abilities, students will become more 
effective communicators as they learn to differentiate between social and 
academic language, as well as hone their listening and non-verbal communication 
techniques. As students develop these abilities, they gain confidence in more 
advanced levels of inquiry and improve their ability to analyze complex problems.

Prerequisites
If students are to feel safe in expressing their thoughts and opinions without the 
fear of being judged or ridiculed, it is important to recognize that they need 
opportunities and guidance to rise to a certain comfort level with their classmates. 
It is recommended that Socratic Seminars—regardless of configuration—be 
attempted only after students have successfully built a positive sense of 
community, with at least Stage 2 relational capacity. Debriefing the Socratic 
Seminar, and varying the style, will provide opportunities for deepening and 
broadening the Socratic Seminar experience. With these points in mind, Socratic 
Seminars are powerful avenues for students’ personal growth.
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 4.10: Socratic Seminar: Classic Style   

Student Objective
Students will develop a deeper understanding of complex ideas through rigorous 
and thoughtful dialogue.

Overview
Socratic Seminar: Classic Style is a structured, collaborative dialogue, focusing 
on a common text or resource, which students have analyzed and toward which 
they have prepared questions to spur the discussion. This strategy provides a 
format for students to practice skills in critical thinking, reading, and inquiry, as 
they participate in the inquiry-based dialogue.

Materials/Set-Up
• Handouts:

• 4.10a: Dialogue vs. Debate for Socratic Seminar
• 4.10b: The Role and Responsibilities of the Socratic Seminar    

          Participant
• 4.10c: Rules of Engagement for Socratic Seminar
• 4.10d: Academic Language Scripts for Socratic Seminar

• Teacher Resources:
• 4.10e: The Elements of Socratic Seminar
• 4.10f: Text Selection for Socratic Seminar
• 4.10g: Sample Class Arrangements for Socratic Seminar
• 4.10h: Tips for Socratic Seminars

• In advance of the activity, complete the following:
• Provide students with a text to read and prepare for prior to the 

Socratic Seminar.
• Refer to Text Selection for Socratic Seminar for a list of potential 

sources of seminar texts.

Instructional Steps
1. Discuss the purpose and format of the Socratic Seminar activity with 

students (see Teacher Resources noted in Materials/Set-Up, above).
2. Utilizing Sample Class Arrangements for Socratic Seminar, choose the 

class arrangement or seminar variation that you will use and review the 
arrangement with students.

3. Using Dialogue vs. Debate for Socratic Seminar, guide students to an 
understanding of the difference between these two discourse styles.

4. Review the “Before the Seminar” section of The Role and 
Responsibilities of the Socratic Seminar Participant.

5. Instruct students to read or study the subject or prompt, incorporating 
the appropriate critical reading process strategies, such as marking 
the text, pausing to connect ideas, writing in the margins, taking Cornell 
notes, or analyzing visuals.

  The critical reading process 
is to plan, build vocabulary, 
pre-read, interact with the 
text, and extend beyond the 
text. Strategies to support 
these steps include tracking 
vocabulary, numbering the 
paragraphs, marking the 
text, and writing in the 
margins.

 Example: “Before we read 
this text, let’s number the 
paragraphs. Now, I’d like 
you to read only the title, 
first paragraph, and last 
paragraph, and then write a 
one-paragraph prediction 
about what this text covers.”
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  Whip-Around is a strategy 
used to activate prior 
knowledge and quickly 
process information. With 
students in small groups 
of four or five, present a 
question or discussion 
prompt. Going around the 
group sequentially, each 
student then comments 
on the question or  
discussion prompt.
Example: “In your groups, 
do a Whip-Around about 
the importance of making 
positive introductions and 
first impressions. You will 
have three minutes, and 
each student needs to 
contribute at least one 
response.”

6. Remind students to complete the following:
• Understand the purpose for reading, following the reading prompt, 

if provided.
• Preview the text or subject, thinking about any teacher- or student-

provided background information, to determine the structure of the 
text and identify possible biases.

7. Have students generate at least two open-ended, higher level 
questions—Costa’s Levels 2 or 3—that will help them probe deeper into 
the meaning of the text and the author’s intention. 

8. Remind students of the four essential elements of Socratic Seminar, 
which are described in Elements of Socratic Seminar.

9. Review the “During the Seminar” section of The Role and 
Responsibilities of the Socratic Seminar Participant and the Rules of 
Engagement for Socratic Seminar. Include your directions on what to do 
when the dialogue moves into debate.

10. Review the Rubric for Socratic Seminar (which follows in the Socratic 
Seminar: Debriefing activity) or another assessment tool of your choice, 
so students know how their participation will ultimately be assessed.

11. Instruct students to review the Academic Language Scripts for Socratic 
Seminar handout and have it available to use during the seminar.

12. Ask students to arrange their chairs into a circle. They should be able 
to see everyone without having to lean forward or backward. Students 
should also have all of their necessary materials for participating in the 
Seminar—marked text, questions, pen and paper for taking notes—with 
them.

13. Determine the opening question for the dialogue using one of the 
methods below:

• The Seminar leader, who can also be seated in the circle, poses 
an opening question relating to the text in order to initiate the 
dialogue.

• Each student in the circle reads one of his/her questions. After 
listening carefully, the Seminar leader or the students can select 
one as the starting question to open the conversation.

14. Begin the dialogue with participants responding to the opening question. 
The dialogue continues as group members ask clarifying questions 
or offer responses. Consistently require students to build upon the 
comments and analysis of others.

15. Continue the Socratic Seminar in this manner until all of the questions 
have been explored or time has drawn to a close.

16. Consider conducting a Whip-Around so that each student can provide a 
closing thought or rhetorical question that summarizes their thinking.

17. The final step of the Socratic Seminar is to debrief and reflect upon the 
process. Refer to Socratic Seminar: Debriefing for more information on 
this step.
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Extension
• To increase rigor:

• Base the Seminar on a more complex text.
• Use multiple text sources related to the content. Then, have 

students analyze how the authors shape their presentations of 
key information by emphasizing different evidence or advancing 
different interpretations of facts.

• At natural breaks in the dialogue, direct students to connect the 
themes of the Socratic Seminar with deeper content ideas, 
cross-curricular areas, or personal experience.

• Provide students with more autonomy for structuring and leading 
the Socratic Seminar.

• Use student leaders to moderate smaller groups of Socratic 
Seminars, and then run several simultaneous Seminars, either  
on one text or on several differing texts, that have a common 
theme or subject.

• To increase scaffolding:
• Read the text aloud together and lead the class through the 

marking the text or writing in the margins critical reading process 
strategies prior to the Seminar.

• Reiterate, model, and encourage specific skills necessary for 
conducting effective dialogue.

• Provide students with copies of Seminar handouts to read as 
homework assignments: Rules of Engagement for Socratic 
Seminar, The Role and Responsibilities of the Socratic Seminar 
Participant, and Academic Language Scripts for Socratic Seminar.

• Select shorter texts or quotes in which students can closely 
observe key words or lines. Comparing and contrasting two 
shorter paragraphs works well.

• Develop teacher questions to use as models, and then develop 
questions together as a class.

• Conduct mini-Seminars, where small groups practice the skills  
for conducting effective dialogue. Consider having one student 
observe and take notes on each group’s performance and help 
debrief when finished.

• When time is limited for a Seminar, use the Whip-Around 
brainstorming strategy to allow all students to respond to  
a prompt.
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• To integrate technology:
• When using a text that is topical, have students post facets  

of their Seminar discussion in the comments section of news 
websites using a teacher-created identity.

• Create a “backchannel chat” for the outside circle, using 
TodaysMeet or a similar website. With the backchannel,  
outer-circle participants can comment upon the Seminar 
proceedings while one member of the inner circle monitors the 
chat and gives voice to their questions at appropriate times.

• Using Skype or Google Hangouts, run a collaborative, multi-site 
Socratic Seminar with inter-city, state, or national “flight crews,” 
made up of pilots and co-pilots.  

• Capture the Seminar on video and post on a limited-access 
YouTube or Vimeo account to serve as a source of critical review 
for the class as a whole, absent students, or younger grades.

• Have select students, acting as observers, use a class Twitter 
account to post tweets of the discussion. After the Seminar 
concludes, debrief how well the tweets capture the essence of  
the discussion.

• Set up a videoconference Socratic Seminar with another class, 
from another school if possible.

• Extend the discussion to a web-based medium, such as a blog 
or discussion forum, and continue the dialogue with deeper 
insights and links to a wider array of online sources.
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Handout 4.10a

 Dialogue vs. Debate for Socratic Seminar

The best Socratic Seminars are those in which something new and unexpected 
is discovered. This happens when the Socratic Seminar is approached as a 
collective search for information or exploration of ideas through dialogue, rather 
than a defense of opinions through debate.

Dialogue is collaborative, with multiple 
sides working toward a shared 
understanding.

In dialogue, one listens to understand, 
to make meaning, and to find common 
ground.

Dialogue broadens, and possibly 
changes, a participant’s point of view.

Dialogue thrives on an open-minded 
attitude and openness to being wrong 
and to changing.

In dialogue, one submits one’s best 
thinking, expecting that other people’s 
reflections will help improve it, rather 
than threaten it.

Dialogue calls for temporarily 
suspending one’s beliefs.

In dialogue, one searches for strengths 
in all positions.

Dialogue respects all of the other 
participants and seeks not to alienate or 
offend.

Dialogue assumes that many people 
have pieces of answers and that 
cooperation can lead to workable 
solutions.

Dialogue remains open-ended.

Debate is oppositional, with two 
opposing sides trying to prove each 
other wrong.

In debate, one listens to find flaws, to 
spot differences, and to counter 
arguments.

Debate affirms a participant’s point of 
view.

Debate fosters a close-minded attitude 
and a determination to be right and 
defends assumptions as truth.

In debate, one submits one’s best 
thinking and defends it against  
challenges to show that it is right.

Debate calls for investing 
wholeheartedly in one’s beliefs.

In debate, one searches for weaknesses 
in opposing positions.

Debate rebuts contrary positions and 
may belittle or deprecate other 
participants.

Debate assumes that someone already 
has a single right answer.

Debate demands a conclusion and  
a winner.

 Dialogue Debate
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Before the Seminar 
• Read the text or consider the artifact/prompt carefully.
• Use highlighters to mark crucial portions of the text.
• Make notes in the margins.
• Look for places where the author is stating his or her views, arguing for 

them, or raising questions.
• Write Level 2 or 3 questions (Costa’s Levels of Thinking).
• Make connections between parts of the text by using your margin notes.
• Think about what you have read and how you understand it.
• Make connections between the ideas in the text and what you know from 

your life experiences. 

During the Seminar 
• Be prepared to participate; the quality of the seminar is diminished when 

participants speak without preparation, or do not participate at all.
• When appropriate, refer to the text; a seminar is not a test of memory.
• Ask for clarification when you are confused.
• Take turns speaking instead of raising hands.
• Listen carefully and actively to other participants.
• Speak clearly so all can hear you.
• Address other participants, not the seminar leader.
• Discuss the ideas of the text, not each other’s opinions.
• Show respect for differing ideas, thoughts, and values.
• Give evidence and examples to support your responses.
• Help fellow participants clarify questions and responses.
• Keep your mind open to new ideas and possibilities.

After the Seminar 
• Reflect on your participation as an individual and the group as a whole.
• Discuss with your group parts of the seminar you think went well and 

which skills you and your fellow participants still need to improve.
• Use writing to think about both the process and the content of the 

seminar.
• Be prepared to help set goals for improvement in the next seminar.

Handout 4.10b

 The Role and Responsibilities of the Socratic
 Seminar Participant 

Custer, H., Donohue, J., Hale, L., Hall, C., Hiatt, E., Kroesch, G., Krohn, B., Malik, S., 
Muhammad, F., Quijano, V., Shapiro, D., & Valdez, S. (2011). AVID postsecondary strategies  
for success: A guide for faculty and student affairs professionals. San Diego, CA: AVID Press.
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Handout 4.10c

 Rules of Engagement for Socratic Seminar

• Be prepared to participate and ask good questions. The quality of 
the Socratic Seminar is diminished when participants speak without 
preparation.

• Show respect for differing ideas, thoughts, and values—no put-downs or 
sarcasm.

• Allow each speaker enough time to begin and finish his or her thoughts—
don’t interrupt.

• Involve others in the discussion, and ask them to elaborate on their 
responses.

• Build on what others say—ask questions to probe deeper, clarify, 
paraphrase, add to, and synthesize a variety of different views in your 
own summary.

• Use your best active listening skills—nod, make eye contact, lean 
forward, provide feedback, and listen carefully to others.

• Participate openly and keep your mind open to new ideas and 
possibilities.

• Refer to the text often, and give evidence and examples to support your 
response. Discuss the ideas of the text, not each other’s opinions or 
personal experiences.

• Take notes about important points that you want to remember or new 
questions that you want to ask.

Boldway, S., Carter, M., Compton, R., Gutierrez, S., Mullen, M., & Valdez, S. (2012). The write 
path English language arts: Exploring texts with strategic reading. San Diego, CA: AVID Press.
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Handout 4.10d (1 of 2)

 Academic Language Scripts for Socratic Seminar  

Clarifying
• Could you repeat that?
• Could you give us an example of that?
• I have a question about that: …?
• Could you please explain what _______________ means?
• Would you mind repeating that?
• I’m not sure I understood that. Could you please give us another 

example?
• Would you mind going over the instructions for us again?
• So, do you mean…?
• What did you mean when you said…?
• Are you sure that…?
• I think what ______ is trying to say is….
• Let me see if I understand you. Do you mean ________ or _________?
• Thank you for your comment. Can you cite for us where in the text you 

found your information?

Probing for Higher Level Thinking
• What examples do you have of…?
• Where in the text can we find…?
• I understand…, but I wonder about….
• How does this idea connect to…?
• If _______ is true, then…?
• What would happen if ________?
• Do you agree or disagree with his/her statement? Why?
• What is another way to look at it?
• How are ____ and _____ similar?
• Why is ____ important?

Building on What Others Say
• I agree with what ______________ said because….
• You bring up an interesting point, and I also think….
• That’s an interesting idea. I wonder…? I think... Do you think…?
• I thought about that also and I’m wondering why…?
• I hadn’t thought of that before. You make me wonder if…? Do you  

think…?
• ___________ said that… I agree and also think….
• Based on the ideas from _______, _______ and _______, it seems like  

we all think that….

Valdez, S., Carter, M., & Rodgers, J. (2013). The write path English language arts: Informing 
ourselves and others through writing and speaking. San Diego, CA: AVID Press.
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Handout 4.10d (2 of 2)

 Academic Language Scripts for Socratic Seminar  

Expressing an Opinion
• I think/believe/predict/imagine that… What do you think?
• In my opinion….
• It seems to me that….
• Not everyone will agree with me, but….

Interrupting
• Excuse me, but… (I don’t understand.)
• Sorry for interrupting, but… (I missed what you said.)
• May I interrupt for a moment?
• May I add something here?

Disagreeing
• I don’t really agree with you because….
• I see it another way. I think….
• My idea is slightly different from yours. I believe that… I think that….
• I have a different interpretation than you….

Inviting Others into the Dialogue
• Does anyone agree/disagree?
• What gaps do you see in my reasoning?
• What different conclusions do you have?
• _____ (name), what do you think?
• I wonder what ______ thinks?
• Who has another idea/question/interpretation?
• _____ (name), what did you understand about what _____ said?
• We haven’t heard from many people in the group. Could someone new 

offer an idea or question?

Offering a Suggestion/Redirecting the Seminar
• We can’t seem to find the connection to the text. Could you point out 

what and where that connection is?
• We all want to remember that our goal is a flow of questions and 

comments and ideas to be shared, rather than a debate to be won.  
How could your comment be rephrased to reflect our goal?

• Maybe you/we could…. 
• Here’s something we/you might try: …. 
• What if we… ?
• We seem to be having a debate instead of a dialogue, can we…. 
• Who has another perspective to offer that will help us re-focus the 

conversation?
• Let’s look at page _____ and see what we think about…. 

Valdez, S., Carter, M., & Rodgers, J. (2013). The write path English language arts: Informing 
ourselves and others through writing and speaking. San Diego, CA: AVID Press.
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  The Elements of Socratic Seminar

A productive, engaging Socratic Seminar consists of four interdependent elements: 
(1) the text, (2) the questions raised, (3) the Socratic Seminar leader, and (4) the 
participants. A closer look at each of these elements will help explain the unique 
characteristics of a Socratic Seminar.

The Text
Socratic Seminar texts are chosen for their richness in ideas, issues, and values, 
in addition to their ability to stimulate extended, thoughtful dialogue. A Socratic 
Seminar text can be drawn from readings in literature, history, science, math, 
health, or philosophy; the “text” may also be drawn from music, works of art, 
photography, video, or other media. A good text raises important questions in the 
participants’ minds—questions to which there are no right or wrong answers. At 
the end of a successful Socratic Seminar, participants can often leave with more 
questions than they brought.

The Questions
A Socratic Seminar opens with a question either posed by the leader or solicited 
from participants as they acquire more Seminar experience. A strong opening 
question has no right answer; instead, it reflects a genuine curiosity on the part of 
the questioner. A good opening question leads participants back to the text as they 
speculate, evaluate, define, and clarify the issues involved. Responses to the 
opening question often generate new questions from the leader and participants, 
inevitably inspiring more responses. In this way, the line of inquiry during a Socratic 
Seminar evolves on the spot, rather than being pre-determined by the leader.

The Leader
In a Socratic Seminar, the leader can play a dual role as facilitator and participant. 
The Seminar leader consciously demonstrates a thoughtful exploration of the ideas 
in the text by keeping the discussion focused on the text, asking follow-up 
questions, helping participants clarify their positions when the discussion becomes 
confused, and involving reluctant participants while restraining their more vocal 
peers.

As a Seminar participant, the leader actively engages in the group’s exploration of 
the text. To do this effectively, the leader must know the text well enough to 
anticipate various interpretations and recognize important possibilities in each.  
The leader must also exercise patience in allowing participants’ understandings  
to evolve as the discussion develops. The leader must also be willing to help 
participants explore non-traditional insights and unexpected interpretations.

Teacher Resource 4.10e (1 of 2)
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Teacher Resource 4.10e (2 of 2)

Determining the Seminar leader is a scaffolded process. When students are new 
to Socratic Seminar, the teacher serves as the leader, marshaling students through 
the dialogue process. Explicitly modeling the responsibilities of the leader, the 
teacher then moves toward selecting a student who has demonstrated a familiarity 
with and understanding of what it means to lead a Seminar, as well as having 
demonstrated the applicable skills necessary to manage his or her peers. When 
the majority of the class have been selected as leader at one time or another and 
have shown the capabilities of facilitating a productive Seminar, the position of 
leader is randomly chosen. This constitutes the pinnacle of Socratic Seminar 
leader selection.

The Participants
Socratic Seminar participants share the responsibility with the leader for the  
quality of the Seminar. Rewarding Seminars occur when participants process the 
text closely in advance, listen actively to the discussion, share their ideas and 
questions in response to the ideas and questions of others, and search for 
evidence in the text to support their ideas or their peers’ ideas. Participants 
acquire effective Seminar behaviors through participating in Seminars and 
reflecting on them afterward. After each Seminar, the lead and participants discuss 
the experience and identify ways of improving the Seminar process. Before each 
new Seminar, the leader also offers coaching and practice in specific habits of 
mind that improve reading, listening, thinking, and discussing. Eventually, when 
participants realize that the leader is not looking for the “right” answer, but is 
instead encouraging them to think out loud and to openly exchange ideas, they 
discover the excitement of exploring important issues through shared inquiry.  
This excitement creates willing participants eager to examine ideas in a rigorous, 
thoughtful manner.

Valdez, S., Carter, M., & Rodgers, J. (2013). The write path English language arts: Informing 
ourselves and others through writing and speaking. San Diego, CA: AVID Press.

  ELL Integration: The 

leader should also 

encourage all students to 

use tools, such as 

academic language 

scripts, in order to help 

students frame how they 

will verbally share 

information.
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Teacher Resource 4.10f (1 of 2)

 Text Selection for Socratic Seminar

Socratic Seminar focuses on deep discussion around a central text, so it is 
important that rich texts, complex enough to invite multiple interpretations and 
require negotiation to arrive at meaning, are chosen. Consider the following list 
of sources to help you think about your text selection:

All Content Areas – Print Texts
• Philosophical treatises
• Song lyrics 
• Essays
• Articles (e.g., journals, magazines, current events, AVID Weekly, etc.)
• Editorials
• Political cartoons
• Policies (e.g., government, business, health, public)
• Workplace documents (e.g., contracts, instructions, manuals, etc.)
• Communication/public relations documents (e.g., flyers, posters, 

propaganda, etc.)

All Content Areas – Non-Print Texts
• Photographs
• Art pieces
• Video clips

Mathematics
• Mathematical proofs
• Mathematical word problems
• Logic “arguments”
• Critical thinking puzzles
• Graphical information and/or data

Science
• Experimental designs or protocols
• Court/legal cases
• Professional organization bulletins (e.g., FDA, CDC, WHO, etc.)
• Medical practice guidelines
• Codes of ethics
• Environmental issues (e.g., policies, current event articles, journal 

articles, etc.)
• Primary source documents (e.g., Newton’s laws, works of Galileo or 

Pythagoras, etc.)
• Articles from the web (e.g., sciencenews.org, nature.com, etc.)

Boldway, S., Carter, M., Compton, R., Gutierrez, S., Mullen, M., & Valdez, S. (2012). The write 
path English language arts: Exploring texts with strategic reading. San Diego, CA: AVID Press.
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Teacher Resource 4.10f (2 of 2)

  Text Selection for Socratic Seminar

Physical Education/Health
• Codes of ethics
• Professional organization bulletins (e.g., FDA, CDC, WHO, etc.)
• Medical practice guidelines
• Nutrition labels
• Fitness guidelines
• Dietary recommendations
• Weight-loss program descriptions
• “Playbook”—game strategies

Social Sciences
• Primary or secondary source documents
• Historical speeches (written or oral)
• Laws
• Edicts
• Treaties
• Historical Literature
• Legislative bills
• Court/legal cases

Language Arts
• Primary or secondary source documents
• Historical speeches (written or oral)
• Poems
• Short stories
• Excerpts from novels
• Plays
• Biographies/autobiographies

Visual and Performing Arts
• Performance (e.g., dance, play, monologue, musical, etc.)
• Art pieces
• Scripts
• Scores
• Art history texts
• Artist biographies/autobiographies
• Photographs
• Director, choreographer, conductor, animator notes (background 

information about the creative process)

Boldway, S., Carter, M., Compton, R., Gutierrez, S., Mullen, M., & Valdez, S. (2012). The write 
path English language arts: Exploring texts with strategic reading. San Diego, CA: AVID Press.
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Teacher Resource 4.10g

 Sample Class Arrangements for Socratic Seminar

One Large Seminar

Triad Seminars

Inner/Outer Circle or Fishbowl

Outer
Circle

Inner
Circle/

Fishbowl

Simultaneous

Valdez, S., Carter, M., & Rodgers, J. (2013). The write path English language arts: Informing ourselves and others through writing and 
speaking. San Diego, CA: AVID Press.
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  Tips for Socratic Seminar

The points listed below are suggestions to enhance the Socratic Seminar process 
for both teachers and students, and to provide additional ideas to consider before, 
during, and after the discussion.

Teachers
• Be prepared with a higher level starter question in case the group questions 

do not meet the overall goal for the discussion.
• Don’t try long texts or long Seminars at first; build gradually. 
• Take notes during the Seminar (e.g., evaluate students, chronicle main ideas 

discussed) and use the notes during the debrief to help coach individual 
students and to help students set goals for the next Seminar. 

• Note when one conversation thread has runs its course and introduce a new 
line of inquiry.

• Never neglect the debrief. Feedback is vital if the group is going to grow with 
each Seminar. Request specific, non-judgmental comments to help improve 
future Seminars.

• Over time, use a variety of print and non-print texts: arguments, proofs, fiction, 
essays, poetry, quotations, artwork, editorial cartoons, multimedia, etc.

Leaders (Student or Teacher Seminar Leaders)
• Your task is not to make participants “cover” the topic, but to help them use 

their minds well.
• Read the text in advance and take ample notes to have a deep understanding.
• Focus the group on the opening question as quickly as possible.
• Allow for “think time.” Participants need time to think and process information 

and ideas.
• Model thoughtful behavior. Ask clarifying and probing questions if others seem 

stuck or are not asking for evidence, reasoning, or connections back to the 
text.

• Rephrase a question if participants seem confused by it—or ask another 
participant to rephrase it.

• Don’t let sloppy thinking or gross misinterpretations go unexamined. Ask 
participants to offer textual support for their thinking, or to consider what 
_____ would say about their interpretation.

• Pay attention to what is not being discussed. If there is a perspective that  
is not being represented, introduce it.

• Guide participants to discuss their differences and work through conflicts 
respectfully.

• Involve reluctant participants while restraining more vocal members.
• Avoid making eye contact with participants if they continually talk to you rather 

than the group.
• Do not dominate the discussion or withdraw entirely; you are a participant, too.

Teacher Resource 4.10h

Adapted from Boldway, S., Carter, M., Compton, R., Gutierrez, S., Mullen, M., & Valdez, S. 
(2012). The write path English language arts: Exploring texts with strategic reading. San Diego, 
CA: AVID Press.



250 AVID Critical Thinking and Engagement: A Schoolwide Approach 

 4.11: Socratic Seminar: Fishbowl (Inner/Outer Circle)      

Student Objective
Students will analyze what makes the discussion effective and what hinders its 
progress.

Overview
The Fishbowl variation of Socratic Seminar: Classic Style uses an inner and 
outer circle configuration and is a useful format for large classes, as it provides 
for easier classroom management than running multiple circles simultaneously.

Materials/Set-Up
• Handouts:

• 4.11a: Observation Checklist for Socratic Seminar
• Socratic Seminar: Classic Style Handouts

• In advance of the activity, complete the following:
• Set up the classroom to accommodate the following configuration:

Instructional Steps
1. Follow the same text selection, norms, and pre-work steps as Socratic 

Seminar: Classic Style.
2. Using your preferred method (e.g., student choice, WICOR Partners, etc.), 

have students form partner groups, decide who is Student “A” and who is 
Student “B,” and complete an A/B Partner Share to discuss the text and 
the notes that they created.

3. Arrange the classroom chairs into two circles with an equal number of 
seats. Select which group of students—“A” or “B,” from the A/B Partner 
Share—will be in the inner circle and which will be in the outer circle.

  A/B Partner Share is a 
quick, collaborative activity 
in which partners will 
choose to be “A” or “B.” 
Partner “A” shares for one 
minute. Partner “B” may not 
ask any questions or 
interrupt in any way, but 
listens carefully and tries to 
remember everything that 
Partner “A” said. When one 
minute is up, Partner “B” 
repeats or lists back as 
many things as he or she 
can remember Partner “A” 
saying. Then, they switch 
roles. When both partners 
have listened and shared, 
they get two minutes to ask 
each other any questions 
about what they heard the 
other partner share.
Example: “Decide which 
Partner is A and which 
partner is B. Partner A, you 
have one minute to share 
your favorite or least 
favorite part of today’s 
activity and what skills we 
built or reinforced in this 
activity. While they share, 
Partner B should be silent 
and carefully listening.”

Inner/Outer Circle or Fishbowl

Outer
Circle

Inner
Circle/

Fishbowl
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4. Instruct students in the outer circle to sit in a seat where they can see 
the face of their partner in the inner circle. Students cannot sit in the 
seats behind their partners.

• With class sizes above 30, you may want to have students group 
into triads, with a third of the students in the inner circle and 
two-thirds in the outer circle. This allows for two partner observers 
for each inner-circle partner. 

5. Review elements of the text and the prompt with the class.
6. Inform inner-circle participants that their engagement in Socratic dialogue 

will be the same as in Socratic Seminar: Classic Style.
7. Provide outer-circle students with the Observation Checklist for 

Socratic Seminar to use to observe and record notes on their partner’s 
participation in the dialogue and the Socratic Seminar process.

8. Upon conclusion of the Seminar, have students in the outer circle share 
their observations, and with guidance from the teacher, offer constructive 
criticism or suggestions as to how to promote dialogue over debate. This 
can be done orally or in writing.

Extension
• To increase rigor, increase scaffolding, and integrate technology, see the 

“Extension” section of Socratic Seminar: Classic Style.
• To increase scaffolding:

• Have students in the outer circle switch with students in the inner 
circle midway through the Seminar to afford all students access to 
the discussion. 

• Provide a “Hot Seat”—an empty chair in the inner circle—so that 
outer-circle students can “jump” into the conversation and add 
their perspective or ask a question before “jumping” back to their 
original seat.
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Speaks in the discussion ...................... ¨   ¨	¨	¨	¨	¨	¨	¨	¨	¨  ¨	¨

Makes eye contact with other  
speakers or as she/he speaks .............. ¨   ¨	¨	¨	¨	¨	¨	¨	¨	¨   ¨	¨ 

Refers to the text ................................. ¨   ¨	¨	¨	¨	¨	¨	¨	¨	¨   ¨	¨  

Asks a new or follow-up question ........... ¨   ¨	¨	¨	¨	¨	¨	¨	¨	¨   ¨	¨  

Responds to another speaker ............... ¨   ¨	¨	¨	¨	¨	¨	¨	¨	¨   ¨	¨ 

Paraphrases and adds to  
another speaker’s ideas........................ ¨   ¨	¨	¨	¨	¨	¨	¨	¨	¨   ¨	¨

Encourages another participant  
to speak .............................................. ¨   ¨	¨	¨	¨	¨	¨	¨	¨	¨   ¨	¨

Interrupts another speaker .................... ¨   ¨	¨	¨	¨	¨	¨	¨	¨	¨   ¨	¨

Engages in side conversation ................ ¨   ¨	¨	¨	¨	¨	¨	¨	¨	¨   ¨	¨

Dominates the conversation .................. ¨   ¨	¨	¨	¨	¨	¨	¨	¨	¨   ¨	¨

After Discussion:
What is the most interesting thing your partner said?

After Discussion:
What would you like to have said in the discussion? 

Handout 4.11a

 Observation Checklist for Socratic Seminar

Directions: Each time your partner does one of the following, put a check in the box.

Your Name:  _____________________________  Partner’s Name:  _____________________________

Valdez, S., Carter, M., & Rodgers, J. (2013). The write path English language arts: Informing ourselves and others through writing and 
speaking. San Diego, CA: AVID Press.
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 4.12: Socratic Seminar: Triad Formation 
 (Pilot/Co-Pilot)

Student Objective
Students will incorporate thoughts from their peer support group and share 
those thoughts.

Overview
The Triad (Pilot/Co-Pilot) model of Socratic Seminar is one of the most 
advantageous formats to employ when the goal of the lesson is to maximize 
both inquiry and collaboration among all classroom students. Similar in 
structure to the Inner/Outer Circle variation, the Triad model allows for greater 
interaction and mobility between the outer circle of students and those in the 
inner circle.

Materials/Set-Up
• Handouts:

• Socratic Seminar: Classic Style Handouts
• In advance of the activity, complete the following:

• Set up the classroom to accommodate the following configuration:

Instructional Steps
1. Follow the same text selection, norms, and pre-work steps as Socratic 

Seminar: Classic Style, including having students write appropriately 
leveled questions about the text.

2. Divide students into thirds and arrange the seats so that one-third of  
the students sit in the inner circle (as the “pilots”).

3. Set two chairs behind each pilot’s chair (for the “co-pilots”). If the total 
number of students does not divide evenly into thirds, arrange the  
chairs accordingly so that a few pilots only have one co-pilot each, 
instead of two.

PILOT

Co-Pilot Co-Pilot

Co-Pilot Co-Pilot

Co-PilotCo-Pilot

Co-PilotCo-Pilot

Co-PilotCo-Pilot

Co-PilotCo-Pilot

Co-Pilot

 Co-Pilot

Co-Pilot

Co-Pilot

PILOT

PILOT PILOT

PILOT PILOT

PILOT PILOT

  

Triad Seminars
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4. Review elements of the text and the prompt with the class.
5. Once students are seated, instruct the pilots to discuss the questions 

that they created about the text with their co-pilots. If Socratic Seminars 
are a new experience for the students, consider using a teacher-created 
prompt to bolster this initial discussion.

6. Allow about one minute for each “flight crew”—pilot and co-pilots 
working together—to share their thoughts about the questions.

7. Beginning with a volunteer, conduct a Whip-Around, having each pilot 
in the circle share a question that they had discussed with their flight 
crew.

8. Once each pilot has shared a question, determine the opening question 
and allow the Seminar to develop its initial dialogue. The outer ring of 
co-pilots does not openly contribute to the discussion occurring in the 
inner circle. However, encourage co-pilots to take notes or write down 
points that they wish to mention at the first available opportunity.

9. At appropriate times—about every five to seven minutes—announce a 
“stop-over,” and pause the discussion.

10. Allow the pilots to turn to their co-pilots once again to quickly gather 
input and reactions regarding the inner-circle discussion. At this point, 
allow co-pilots the opportunity to relieve their pilots, if they so desire, 
and assume the inner-circle seat.

11. Continue the Socratic Seminar, allowing for connections so that co-pilots 
can continue to contribute to the discussion until the dialogue comes to 
a close.

12. For the final leg of their “journey,” conduct a Whip-Around, allowing each 
pilot one final statement or rhetorical question that sums up their flight 
crew’s thinking.

Extension
• To increase rigor, increase scaffolding, and integrate technology, see the 

“Extension” section of Socratic Seminar: Classic Style.
• To increase scaffolding:

• Allow pilots and co-pilots to switch roles at their own determined 
times.

• Allow co-pilots to contribute ideas to the inner circle during the 
dialogue by writing their ideas on sticky notes and passing them  
to their pilots.

• Have the pilots rotate two spots during a stop-over, for a new  
flight crew and a different perspective.

• To integrate technology, allow co-pilots to text directly to their pilots,  
using cell phones.

 ELL Integration: Provide 

students with the 

opportunity to rehearse their 

responses before sharing 

with the entire class.
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 4.13: Socratic Seminar: Debriefing 

Student Objective
Students will reflect on the Socratic Seminar process, their experience 
participating in the Socratic Seminar, and the personal and group skills used  
in the activity.

Overview
Spending time after a Socratic Seminar to critique, debrief, and evaluate the 
process is critical. The reflections allow for growth of skills necessary to 
achieve quality Seminars and high levels of thinking. As students analyze their 
personal experience in the Seminar, they can identify areas of strength and 
areas for improvement for future Seminars. Moving beyond simple restatement 
of the concepts discussed during the Seminar, the debrief is an opportune  
time to encourage students to reflect verbally and in writing upon their overall 
participation, self-assessing not just how well they followed the rules of 
engagement, but thinking about their academic language, non-verbal 
communication, use of rhetoric, and recognition of the skills and qualities  
that their peers bring to the classroom.

Materials/Set-Up
• Handout:

• 4.13a: Socratic Seminar Rubric

Instructional Steps
1. To conduct a verbal debrief:

• Upon completion of the Socratic Seminar, facilitate a small-group 
or class discussion strictly over the content of the dialogue.

• Continue to explore the other realms of the Seminar: 
metacognition, style, and process. 

• Tie everything together by discussing relationships and connections 
between the themes and concepts of the Seminar and deep 
content ideas, cross-curricular areas, and personal experience.

2. To conduct a rubric debrief:
• Use the Socratic Seminar Rubric as an evaluation tool for student 

self-evaluation of participation or for observers to evaluate other 
participants.

3. To conduct a written debrief:
• Have students compose a written debrief, summarizing their 

learning from the Seminar and making conceptual connections 
between the themes of the Seminar and deeper content ideas, 
cross-curricular areas, or personal experience.

Extension
• To increase rigor, refer to Analyzing the Flow of Dialogue in a Socratic 

Seminar for methods of processing the Seminar dynamic, such as 
mapping the patterns of dialogue and scripting the conversation.  
Analysis of the information from this activity can help students set 
participation and dialogue goals for the next Seminar.

• To integrate technology, use Poll Everywhere, Nearpod, or another 
feedback tool for audience voting.
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Handout 4.13a

 Rubric for Socratic Seminar

This rubric can be used by students to self-evaluate their participation in a seminar or by observers to 
evaluate a particular participant. This rubric breaks down some of the skills involved in seminars. They  
may help participants to identify particular areas of strength and areas for improvement.

Advanced  Satisfactory Developing Unsatisfactory 

Questioning

Listening

Reading

Speaking

• Has prepared several 
higher level questions 
based on the text

• Asks several higher 
level questions during 
the seminar

• Moves the conversation 
forward

• Speaks to all 
participants

• Thinks before answering
• Refers directly to the 

text
• Makes connections to 

other speakers
• Considers all opinions
• Offers insightful 

contributions

• Demonstrates effective 
listening skills (making 
eye contact, nodding, 
taking notes)

• Writes down thoughts 
and questions

• Builds on others’ 
comments

• Asks for clarification 
when needed

• Identifies/highlights key 
words and phrases

• Has notes of main 
ideas

• Has prepared 
questions, mostly lower 
level

• Asks some questions 
during seminar

• Comments often, but 
does not lead others

• Addresses only the 
teacher

• Refers to text, but not 
to subtle points

• Responds to questions
• Considers some 

opinions
• Offers interesting 

ideas, not necessarily 
connected

• May have some eye 
contact with speaker

• Takes some notes
• Ignores others’ 

comments

• Identifies/highlights 
some key words and 
phrases

• Has some notes

• Has very few questions,  
if any

• Asks very few questions,  
if any

• Emphasizes only own 
ideas

• Addresses only the 
teacher

• Tends toward debate,  
not dialogue

• Ideas do not always 
connect

• Comments neglect 
details of text

• Rarely demonstrates  
effective listening skills 
(making eye contact, 
nodding, taking notes)

• Loses track of 
conversation

• Judges others’ ideas

• No highlighting
• Skims the text
• Very few notes, if any

• Has not prepared 
questions

• Does not ask questions

• Disruptive, 
argumentative

• Mumbles or is silent
• Makes no connection to 

previous comments

• No effective listening 
skills demonstrated

• Attempts to dominate
• Interrupts speakers in 

middle of sentence
• Repeats same ideas

• Unprepared, unfamiliar  
with text

Solomon, B., Bugno, T., Kelly, M., Risi, R., Serret-Lopez, C., & Sundly, J. (2011). The student success path. San Diego, CA: AVID Press.
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 4.14: Analyzing the Flow of Dialogue  
 in a Socratic Seminar

Student Objective
Students will receive and respond to quantitative and qualitative information for 
the Socratic Seminar dialogue.

Overview
Tracking the flow, sequence, and content of dialogue in a Socratic Seminar can 
provide information to both teachers and students on the quantity and quality 
of student involvement in a Seminar. This can also help individual students and 
the entire class set goals for future Seminars.

Materials/Set-Up
• Handout:

• 4.14a: Tracking Form for Socratic Seminar

Instructional Steps
1. The following are guidelines for mapping the flow of dialogue:

• Assign a student to keep track of the flow—or order—of dialogue, 
utilizing the Tracking Form for Socratic Seminar, which can then be 
displayed afterward on a document camera.

• Instruct the student to draw small circles within the larger 
provided circle for each participating student.

• As dialogue begins, have the student draw a line from the first 
speaker (who asks the opening question) to the second speaker, 
to the third speaker, and so on, continuing to draw lines 
throughout the whole Seminar. Different marks and letters can be 
placed next to each smaller circle, depending upon the student’s 
contribution to the discussion: a question mark if a question was 
asked, an exclamation point for an ah-ha moment, the letter “S” 
for a statement, the letter “X” for an explanation, and the letter 
“R” if the text was referenced.

• If the Seminar pauses or new speakers enter the speaking circle, 
have the student change pen colors so that lines will denote any 
influential difference, no matter how slight, due to the personnel 
change.
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• At the end of the Seminar, display the dialogue map and allow the 
class to analyze the map and make observations. They should 
look for patterns and inferences in the flow of the discussion: 
Who had the most lines? Who had the least lines? Were there 
indications of multiple dialogues between the same two people?

2. The following are guidelines for scripting the dialogue:
• Appoint several students to track and record what is actually said 

during the Socratic Seminar discussion. These can be students in 
the outside circle (with the Fishbowl or Triad variations) or select 
students who aren’t participating in a Socratic Seminar: Classic 
Style. Each scribe can script the dialogue of one or two students.

• At the Seminar’s end, display the scripted dialogues or have the 
scribes read them to the class.

• Conduct a class discussion on quality of the dialogue.

Extension
• To increase rigor, after the discussion, ask students to set whole-class 

goals and personal goals for the next Seminar, based on their analysis  
of the flow of the current Seminar.
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Handout 4.14a

 Tracking Form for Socratic Seminar 

Teacher/Grade
Level: 

Date: 
 

Focus Area for
Scripting:

Scripting Key:

  ?: asked a question    !: ah-ha      S: statement      X: explanation     R: referenced the text

Leader: 
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Use effective questioning  
techniques in the classroom to 
promote students’ critical thinking 
or higher order thinking skills.
Consider:

• What activities do you use to 
teach inquiry/thinking skills?

• How might you incorporate  
more thinking and questioning 
processes?

Create a classroom culture that 
nurtures thinking and inquiry.
Consider:

• How do students view 
themselves as learners—as 
active or passive participants?

• Do students feel safe asking 
questions and responding  
during thought-provoking 
discourse?

Engage students in using Costa’s 
Levels of Thinking to think more 
deeply and broadly.
Consider:

• What scaffolds are in place to 
teach higher level thinking  
skills to students? 

• Do students understand how 
thinking at higher levels 
promotes deep learning?

Teach students to identify and 
employ the strategies and skills  
of successful learners.
Consider:

• Do students frequently  
participate in inquiry-based, 
structured debates and 
dialogues? 

• How are students taught 
academic skills, such as active 
listening,	self-reflection,	and	
structured discourse?

RatingObjective Explanation and Evidence of Rating

 Post-Assessment for Teachers

This post-assessment is intended to assist teachers in assessing their current level of supporting inquiry 
after incorporating concepts and activities from this chapter.

On a 1–5 scale—with 5 being the highest level—rate your current ability to complete the following:
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Socratic Seminars for Mathematics

Stephanie. I think it is graph a because a Ferris
wheel goes round.

Tara. Graph a goes backward in time.

Laura. Time goes forward this way, along the
x-axis, so it cannot be a.

Quavis. It goes down like this. That would
make it go back in time.

Stephanie. Yes, but that is how a Ferris wheel
goes.

tephanie and Quavis gestured animatedly as they
stood in front of the graphs, shown in figure 1, that
had been drawn on the board. Tara and Laura were
speaking from their desks, and the rest of their
second-year algebra class watched intently. We will
subsequently share more of their discussion as we
discuss an example of a Socratic seminar, but we
first notice how these students struggled to “orga-

nize and consolidate their mathematical thinking
through communication” and to “communicate their
mathematical thinking coherently and clearly to
peers, teachers, and others” (NCTM 2000, p. 348).
The students were arguing vigorously and seemed
disappointed when the bell rang to end the seminar.

Mathematical discussions with this high level of
interest and involvement are a goal of the Standards
and are stimulating for both students and teachers.
At Forest Park High School in Forest Park, Georgia,
the entire mathematics department uses Socratic
seminars to create classroom settings that are con-
ducive to this type of discussion. Each mathematics
teacher conducts several Socratic seminars a year
in each class—with the whole class. For the sake of
this action research, each teacher who taught second-
year algebra did the seminar described in this arti-
cle with at least one class, but each teacher had a
control class, as well. As teachers compared stu-
dents’ achievement on tests that focused on the con-
cept of function, they found that students who had
participated in a seminar did better on the chapter
test and on a posttest instrument used to measure
students’ understanding of the concept of function.

In this article, we share the basics of using
Socratic seminars in a mathematics classroom.

BACKGROUND
For an example that indicates how Socrates taught
mathematics, we turn to the dialogue between
Socrates and Meno (Rouse 1956). Socrates used
what we have come to call Socratic questioning to

Karen Koellner-Clark, kkoellner@gsu.edu, teaches mathe-
matics education at Georgia State University in Atlanta,
GA 30338. She is interested in teacher development and
students’ mathematical thinking. L. Lynn Stallings,
lstalling@kennesaw.edu, teaches mathematics education
at Kennesaw State University, Kennesaw, GA 30144. Her
interests include teacher education and the use of comput-
ing technologies to teach mathematics. Sue Hoover,
shoover@fphs.ccps.ga.net, teaches algebra and trigonome-
try at Forest Park High School in Forest Park, GA 30297.
She is interested in using calculator-based labs and other
lab activities that allow students to be active learners.
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A man takes a ride on a Ferris wheel.

Indicate which graph matches the statement.

Fig. 1
Ferris wheel problem for Socratic seminar discussion 

Source: Van Dyke (1994)

         This material may not be copied or distributed electronically or in any other format without written permission from NCTM.
         Copyright © 2002 The National Council of Teachers of Mathematics, Inc. www.nctm.org. All rights reserved.
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teach the Pythagorean theorem to Meno’s Greek
servant boy. Socrates later said that “no one taught
[the boy], only asked questions, yet he will know,
having got the knowledge out of himself ” (Rouse
1956, p. 50). Plato, a student of Socrates and
recorder of his dialogues, called this one-on-one
questioning the “art of midwifery—the art of assist-
ing at the birth of thoughts.”

John Dewey, Leonard Nelson, and Mortimer
Adler have elaborated on using Socratic methods
with more than one student. Dewey believed that
students who were actively involved in their educa-
tion learned more than those who were passive. He
called his version of the seminar the recitation.
According to Dewey (1933, p. 262), the goals of the
discussion should be to “stimulate intellectual
eagerness, awaken an intensified desire for intellec-
tual activity and knowledge and love of study.”

He gave several guidelines for conducting a
recitation. The first was that students should be
given a new problem on which to apply previously
learned concepts. Then the teacher should use
questioning to guide the discussion to the subject
matter, with the process as important as getting
the correct answer. Throughout the seminar, the
line of questioning should be used to clarify and
extend students’ thinking. Finally, the discussion
should end with a sense of closure and anticipation
of what is to come next, in the form of a new prob-
lem or topic to tackle at the next seminar.

In the twentieth century, a German professor of
philosophy, Leonard Nelson, examined the Socratic
method and elaborated on the role of the teacher.
Nelson, a contemporary of the mathematician David
Hilbert, believed that the “teacher was forbidden to
utter judgment in the subject matter, including the
right-wrong evaluation of the students’ statements”
(Loska 1998, p. 238). The main role of the teacher
was to ensure “a genuine mutual understanding
among the students, the concentration on the
respective question to prevent digression, and the
preservation of the good ideas that had come up in
the course of the discussion” (p. 238). Nelson
believed that such a discussion, gently guided by
teacher questioning, would converge on the main
ideas and that any individual’s errors would be
challenged by other discussion participants.

Mortimer Adler’s notion of seminars was firmly
rooted in the progressivist tenets of Dewey. Adler
(1982, p. 22) believed that the three goals in the
teaching and learning process were as follows: the
“acquisition of knowledge,” the “development of
intellectual skills” (the skills of learning), and the
“enlarged understanding of ideas and knowledge.”
In Adler’s view, the first goal was delivered through
didactic teaching; the second through “coaching,
exercises, and supervised practice;” and the third
through the Socratic seminar.

For teaching older students by Socratic seminar,
Adler proposed that classes be longer than fifty
minutes. Ideally, participants in the discussion sit
in a circle instead of in rows. In The Paidea Propos-
al, he explains further:

The teacher’s role in discussion is to keep it going
along fruitful lines—by moderating, guiding, correct-
ing, leading, and arguing like one more student! The
teacher is first among equals. All must have the sense
that they are participating as equals, as is the case in
a genuine conversation. (Adler 1982, p. 54)

GUIDELINES FOR USING 
A SOCRATIC SEMINAR
A few guidelines can help establish a respectful
atmosphere for the Socratic seminar and should be
discussed before the seminar begins. The guidelines
that mathematics teachers at Forest Park High
School found effective are as follows:

∑ Participants must respect one another’s opinions.
∑ Participants do not have to raise their hands to

speak, but they must not interrupt.
∑ Participants address their fellow classmates by

name (name cards can be placed on the desks, if
necessary) and should take notes.

∑ Participants’ comments address the topic and do
not digress.

∑ Participants settle points of disagreement among
themselves. The teacher is not used as a
resource.

The desks are rearranged so that students and the
teacher are all seated in a circle and they can easily
see one another. 

The role of the teacher is to choose the topic and
guide the discussion by using skillful questioning,
including questions that focus the discussion on the
topic, prevent any improper comments or behavior,
and clarify important concepts brought out in the
discussion. The teacher does not state his or her
position on the correctness of the viewpoint of the
students during the seminar.

QUESTIONS AND PROMPTS
Thought-provoking mathematical problems or
questions are critical to the success of the seminar.
We found some problems from a Mathematics
Teacher article (Van Dyke 1994) to be very effective
in provoking a rich and lively discussion about
important mathematics. NCTM Addenda documents
and the Illuminations Web site are also useful
resources for good problems. The problems cannot
be too easy; they need to involve interesting mathe-
matics ideas that students struggle to understand.
Each seminar used three of Van Dyke’s problems:
the swing problem first, next the train problem,
and then the Ferris wheel problem.

Thought- 
provoking
mathematical
problems are
critical to the
success of 
the seminar
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AN EXAMPLE SEMINAR
The goal of this seminar was to clarify students’
understanding of the definition of function. Eight
second-year algebra classes at Forest Park High
School used a Socratic seminar to address this
objective. The teacher initially asked students to
define function on notebook paper, and they then
discussed their definitions as a group. The teacher
asked students to share their definitions, when
needed, during the seminar so that any misconcep-
tions that may have been discovered through the
discussions could be clarified. Then the teacher dis-
tributed several choices of graphs to represent each
scenario. Each student decided on his or her own
answer before the discussion began. For example,
the first question asked the students to decide
which graph in the group shown in figure 2 best
illustrated the scenario of a child swinging on a
swing.

Stephanie. You don’t always start with a push.
Tara. Graph b could represent one push starting

lower from the ground.
Deidre. Yeah, but it says swings, meaning you go

back and forth.
Sam. Yes, I agree.

This type of conversation was typical of the ones
in each of the second-year algebra classes. Deidre
confidently explained her position that graph a,
which was the correct answer, fit the given context.
The discussion that followed focused on the starting
time and the distance from the ground. Some stu-
dents initially seemed to attend only to particular
points on the graph, such as the starting time x = 0
and the initial distance from the ground. However,
Deidre continued to justify her thinking by using
the whole graph and the functional relationship
f (time) = distance.

Quavis. The arrow represents that it goes on and
on, that the graph continues.

Deidre. Graph a shows that it goes up and down
like the back and forth.

Tara. Look at b. Doesn’t it look like the first
hump in a is a ray?

Quavis. We need to look at elapsed time. It looks
like at that time, it stops at the humps so that can-
not be right. I think graph c shows it best because
someone pulls the kid back and lets him go, and the
arrow says that “it keeps going.”

Laura. But the swing always starts straight
down; how does the swing get up like in c?

Quavis. Somebody had to pull you back, and that
is where c starts.

This excerpt was typical of the seminars in that
some students, for example, Quavis, interpreted the
graph literally, as a visual representation of the
motion of the swing. When he explained that the
arrow indicated that it went on and on, he illustrat-
ed the movement with his hand, repeating the line
of the graph in c. Deidre continued to argue for her
initial interpretation, but she was not able to con-
vince the other students. Tara suggested another
approach but was ignored in the passion of the dis-
cussion, and the discussion returned to graphs a
and c.

Jarell. I don’t like b and c. I like either a or d
because b and c are rays and a and d are functions.

Quavis. You are missing my point. I said if you
think of it as a ray, then the arrow signifies that it
doesn’t stop—it keeps going. 

Tony. A ray goes indefinitely in one direction. It
doesn’t mean that it comes back down.

Jarell. Yeah, so it means that it can keep on
swinging.
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A child swings on a swing.

Indicate which graph matches the statement.

Fig. 2
Swing problem for Socratic seminar discussion 

Source: Van Dyke (1994)

Deidre. I chose a because when you swing back
and forth, the longer you swing, the higher you go.

John. You do not start in the air though. You
have to get on the swing.

Quavis. It says the child swings—the kid is
already on the swing. Anyhow, you know that you
start from a higher point because someone holds
you up. That’s where you start. Graph a doesn’t
show you starting high enough above the ground.

Some 
students 
literally

interpreted
the graph as
a visual rep-
resentation

of the motion
of the swing
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This dialogue illustrates another typical scenario,
in that several people argued for their own mis-
conceptions in their mathematical understanding.
In retrospect, it might have been an opportunity for
someone to ask Jarrell to clarify what he meant by
ray and why it mattered whether or not the graph
was a function. In this excerpt, Quavis continued to
try to persuade others that graph c represents a
child swinging on a swing and that the arrow on the
graph indicates that the child will keep swinging.
Students who understood which graph represented
the situation were sometimes frustrated with their
peers who did not understand. These students often
glanced to the teacher for help but then realized
that convincing their peers was their own responsi-
bility. They reentered the discussion with renewed
determination to explain their correct mathematical
reasoning more precisely and persuasively. Their
explanations helped other students revise and
refine their mathematical thinking.

In this seminar, the teacher redirected the dis-
cussion on two occasions. In her first redirection, she
encouraged the students to discuss the quantities
associated with the x- and y- axes. Student discus-
sion then brought out that the distance was a func-
tion of time and suggested that function notation be
used. In her second redirection, the teacher asked
which graphs represented functions. These probes
aided in the teacher’s assessments of the students’
functional representations and extended their dis-
cussion to a higher level of thinking. On reflection,
the teacher wondered whether students truly under-
stood the connections between their mathematical
knowledge of functions and their application to
phenomena in the physical world.

After a consensus was reached, the teacher posed
the second problem, which asks students to deter-
mine the graph that represents a train pulling into
a station and letting off its passengers. Students
were to choose the graphical representation in fig-
ure 3 that best matched the scenario. (The correct
answer is b.) In the eight seminars that used this
train problem, students focused on the end behav-
ior of the graph and laughingly reenacted how it
would feel to be on train d, which stopped suddenly;
on trains a or c, which did not stop for passengers
to disembark; or on train c, which alternately accel-
erated and decelerated. This problem and students’
reenactments helped them grapple with the depen-
dence of speed on time. Typically, the discussion of
the train graph did not take as long as either of the
other two discussed here.

The last problem, shown in figure 1, represented
a man taking a ride on a Ferris wheel. (The correct
answer is b.) This problem is designed to help stu-
dents deal with a common conceptual error, that is,
mistaking the motion of the event for a graph of its
distance and time (Dugdale 1993). When the stu-

dents initially shared their ideas regarding the
graph that matched the Ferris-wheel problem, their
answers were split evenly between graph a and
graph d, with a very few b or c answers.

Later in the discussion, the students tried to con-
vince Stephanie and eight or nine other students
that graph a is not a function. They tried to explain
their reasoning using the line of the graph and
what it represents. However, Stephanie and other
students argued adamantly that graph a represent-
ed a ride on a Ferris wheel for that very reason,
that the graph represents how a Ferris wheel goes
around. They did not seem aware of the functional
relationship between distance and time.

Tony. I think it’s d.
Donald. I am with Tony. A Ferris wheel doesn’t

go up and down. It goes around.
Laura. It’s a circle. . . . The height of the Ferris

wheel stays the same. It never changes, and b
shows that it goes the same height.

Tara. That is not what the graph is saying.
Graph b is saying that you go up. Then it is going
forward. It has a definite shape—it peaks and rep-
resents the highest point. A Ferris wheel goes
around, and graph a shows the movement you feel.

Patrick. There is no answer to this one.
Tara. You start at ground level and go up. I’m

talking from firsthand experience. You first get up
on a pedestal—that’s ground level. See how that
happens in a?
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A train pulls into a station and lets off its passengers.

Indicate which graph matches the statement.

Fig. 3
Train problem for Socratic seminar discussion 

Source: Van Dyke (1994)
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Kia. I agree with Tara. You are not touching the
ground.

Quavis. No, I agree with how you start, but I look
at d and it shows the whole story. You walk up, get
on the pedestal, get in a seat and go up, and then it
goes around. 

Stephanie. So it is d. I can see that. You still go
around, not up and down.

At this point (late in the seminar), a lot of the
students were still trying to make sense of the
graph and the Ferris-wheel context. They wanted
the graph to illustrate literally the movement
they felt on a Ferris wheel. Although some stu-
dents were confident and vocal in the beginning
about a and d not being functions because “they
are going back in time,” this discussion briefly fell
by the wayside while students struggled with
their misconceptions.

Quavis. No! That would be backward in time
again.

Stephanie. See; this is how Ferris wheels go.
[Traces the path of d in the air.] 

Laura: You are trying to make this the track—it
is not the track. Okay, look at this. [She goes up to
the board and draws a copy of d.] Look at this point
where the lines cross. See, you cannot be in two
places at once! [She draws a straight line from the
cross to the loop.] So it cannot be d or a.

Quavis. Yeah, and d and a are not functions
because they do not pass the vertical-line test.

In this last excerpt, Laura uses the intersection
of two parts of the graph in d and the fact that “you
cannot be in two places at once” to show that the
line of the graph is not the track. In doing so, she
reminds Quavis and others of the vertical-line test
for showing whether a graph is a function. Most of
the class verbally agreed that graph b fit the Ferris
wheel context. Further, they seemed to be able to
make sense of the functional relationship that the
graph illustrates. However, Stephanie and one
other student still were not convinced and left that
day’s seminar without resolution. The teacher took
notes and planned to follow up with them. She also
decided that the next day’s lesson would include a
discussion of why it was important that these
graphic interpretations of the relationship between
time and distance involved in different events
(swing, train, and Ferris wheel) should be functions.
In the discussion at the beginning of this article,
Tara and Quavis both understood that graphs a
and b show “going back in time,” and Laura sug-
gested using the vertical lines to test whether the
graphs of the Ferris wheel were functions, but nei-
ther the teacher nor the teacher-educator observers
could determine whether students understood that

graphs in which time is the independent variable
must be functions.

REFLECTION
We found that the method of Socratic seminars was
very effective in encouraging students to assume
responsibility for reasoning and communicating
convincingly about mathematics. Student and
teacher feedback confirmed that all participants,
especially those who appeared to be more verbal
learners, found that the seminars were fun. Those
students showed understanding that they had not
shown on pencil-and-paper assessments. The sem-
inar helped the teacher assess students’ conceptual
understanding of functions and their graphical rep-
resentations, in addition to providing a forum for
rich discussion of an important mathematical topic.
The teachers and two teacher educators who
observed the eight seminars were surprised at how
literally the tenth- and eleventh-grade students
tried to make sense of the graphical situations pre-
sented, because most of these students were able to
solve typical textbook problems relating to func-
tions with relative ease. The Socratic method pro-
vided rare opportunities for the participating stu-
dents and teachers. Students had a forum for
articulating and organizing their mathematical
understanding; meanwhile, their teachers could
focus on listening to and reflecting on students’
understanding.

The six Forest Park High School teachers and the
two teacher-educator observers were all impressed
with the results of the Socratic seminar in the eight
classes that tried them. The assessments used after
the seminars showed that students who participat-
ed understood the concept of function better than
students who had not participated in a seminar.
Our observations of the seminars indicated that the
students were actively involved in reasoning and
communicating about mathematics and explaining
functions to their classmates who had misconcep-
tions. We saw repeatedly that when students dis-
cussed their ideas with others, they continued to
revise, refine, and improve them (Borasi 1992;
Moschkovich 1998). Consider adding the Socratic
seminar to your teaching repertoire as a productive
and entertaining way to promote your students’
mathematical reasoning and communication skills.
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