Comparing “Traditional” Classroom Discussions and “Socratic” Discussions

Note that “Socratic” Discussions are not the same as “Socratic Seminars”

	“Traditional” Discussions
	Socratic Discussions

	
	

	•Teacher has prepared a sequence of questions with expected answers on the identified topic.

•Teachers determine correctness of replies based on specific content goals

•Discussion “purpose” or focus determined in advance by the teacher

•Discussion questions are a combination of “lower” and “higher” level questions, usually starting with more literal sorts of questions to be sure all students understand discussion topic.

•There are “right” answers to be developed in the discussion

•Teacher explicitly instructs and guides toward identified learning outcomes in the discussion

•Discussion intended as a vehicle for teaching identified or specific content

•Discussion tends to have closure on concepts and meanings

•Group agreement on understandings is expected and desired

•Ambiguity tends to be problematic

•For example…leading a discussion on the different causes of the Civil War or the coming of age of Holden Caulfield
	•Topic of discussion begins with the teacher and is related to course content/goals

•Initial question indicates a direction for discussion, but discussion follows replies from the students.  Only a few supplemental questions are prepared in advance.

•Teacher bases questions he/she asks on what the students are actually saying rather than on a prepared sequence of questions.

•Listening to each other is a central skill being practiced as the discussion is based on the contributions of each other

•Higher and lower level questions may be more mixed up as determined by the progress of the actual discussion

•Teacher has carefully considered the discussion topic and may have a sense of issues or topics to be explored, but is looking more for “meaning making” than discrete right or wrong responses.

•Learning outcomes are focused more on “process” than “content.”  The task is to help students move a discussion forward or deeper based on the ideas they present/share to each other.

•Teacher avoids opportunities to explicitly teach content during the discussion knowing there is time for that after the discussion

•Ending with ambiguity common
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