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Socratic seminars are named for the Greek philosopher Socrates, who believed knowledge 
was gained through questions and debate. Socratic seminars support students as they 
practice the art of discussion on a research topic or concept. They’re structured to facilitate 
engaged dialogue and active listening. If students are completing a research project or book 
during the school day, you can use a Socratic seminar to increase their understanding and 
better prepare them for school assignments related to those activities.  
 

One to Three Days Before the Seminar 

1. With students, decide which of the following the seminar will do: 
• Support school-day work, such as a research paper or a reading assignment.  
• Connect to a project happening in your program. 
• Be a stand-alone activity.  

2. Gather relevant source materials like books, newspaper articles and journals. For example: 
• If the seminar will support a school-day assignment where students are reading a 

novel, collect a few copies of the book.  
• If the seminar is connected to a project or activity within your program, gather any 

resources to be used. 
• If the seminar is a stand-alone activity, determine the topic and content with 

students, and then jointly gather resources.  
3. Read all source materials. (Both the facilitator and the students should do this.)  
4. While reading, underline interesting quotes, write questions, and jot down observations 

and connections. 
• The facilitator should write three or four questions that can be used to guide the 

Socratic seminar.  
5. Determine how the seminar will be evaluated. Work with students to create a checklist or 

rubric. 

Day of the Seminar 

Arrange the room: 

1. Collect enough chairs for all participants.  
2. If there are 11 or more chairs: 

• Divide chairs in half.  
• Place one-half of the chairs in a circle, facing inward.  
• Place the other half of the chairs in a circle surrounding the first circle, facing the 

inside circle. 
3. If there are 10 or fewer chairs, place all chairs in a circle, facing one another.  

  

https://y4y.ed.gov/


You for Youth | Student Voice and Choice 

Guide to Socratic Seminars 

This resource is in the public domain. Authorization to reproduce it in whole or in part is granted. This resource was 
funded by the U.S. Department of Education in 2020 under contract number ED-ESE-14-D-0008. The views 
expressed here are not necessarily those of the Department. Learn more about professional development planning 
and 21st CCLC learning at https://y4y.ed.gov. 

2 

Prepare students: 

1. Explain that a Socratic seminar is a way for students to share and discuss ideas.  
2. If there are two circles, the inner circle discusses while the outer circle actively listens and 

takes notes. About halfway through the discussion, participants switch places, and those in 
the outer circle move to the inner circle and vice versa.  

3. Review group norms.  
• Describe expectations for language and behaviors, and give examples. 
• Allow students to decide how individuals will signal they want to talk and how 

they’ll decide “who goes next.” For example, once a student asks a question or 
makes a point, he or she might call on a peer or pass a talking stick to a peer with a 
raised hand.  

During the Seminar 

1. All students and the facilitator should be engaged.  
2. Have students who are taking notes jot down the most interesting or enlightening 

statement they heard, along with questions to be answered.   

Evaluating the Seminar 

1. The students and the facilitator should complete the rubric or checklist and discuss the 
quality of the Socratic seminar. 

2. Provide students with a reflection sheet to reflect on their own performance and note 
potential areas for improvement.  
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