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Socratic Circles 

·What are Socratic Circles? 

A student-centered approach that challenges learners 
to develop their critical thinking skills, including 
metacognition, and engage in analytic discussion. The 
Socratic method can be used at any grade level and 
with all subject areas.  
 
Not a debate but rather an activity to have students 
work together to construct meaning and arrive at an 
answer, not for one student or one group to win an 
ÁÒÇÕÍÅÎÔȱȢ 



Have you ever used Socratic Circles?  

A. Yes 
B. No 
C. Maybe 
D. Not sure 

Socratic Circles 



Socratic Circles-Advantages 
Å Involves Critical and Creative Thinking  
Å Reading and writing 
Å Creativity 
Å Speaking and listening skills 
ÅProblem-solving skills 
ÅMetacognition  

Å Builds community  
Å Inquiry -based learning-questions drive critical thought  
Å Allows students to synthesize both the knowledge 
(knowing) and the skills (doing) of the curriculum  
Å Provides student ownership, voice, and empowerment 
Å Recognizing past knowledge  
Å Increases vocabulary 
ÅImproves long term retention of knowledge. 



 
 

ÅTeacher is the facilitator/behind-the-scenes and not a 
 member of  the circles. 
ÅOpen-ended questions 
ÅSet rules (with students) so everyone has a chance to speak 
ÅOuter circle observes 
ÅConstructive criticism 
ÅDebriefing 
ÅSelect materials related to COS/concepts and relevant to  
     students 
  

Non-Negotiables 

Socratic Circles 



Socratic Circles 
Socrates believed the answers to all human questions reside within us and 
that through disciplined conversation we can discover ultimate truth. 
 
 
Too Much Teacher Talk? 
In the study by Nystrand, et. al (2003), of 1,151 classroom discussions 
occurring in over 200 eighth and ninth grade classrooms: 
Å93.31% (1074 discussions) were completely monologic (teacher-
centered) in nature. 
Å/Æ ÔÈÅ ΰȢΰγГ ɉααɊ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÎÃÌÕÄÅÄ ȰÄÉÁÌÏÇÉÃ ÅÐÉÓÏÄÅÓȱ ɉÓÔÕÄÅÎÔ ÄÉÒÅÃÔÅÄ 
conversations), those episodes lasted for an average of 15 seconds. 
 

According to Commeyras and DeGroff (1998), 95% of Language arts 
teachers value peer discussions but only 33% of these teachers actually 
implement it in their classrooms. 



Socratic Circles 

1. Collaborative 

2. Listening to find 

agreement and meaning 

3. Enlarges and possibly 

changes point of  view 

4. Complicates positions 

and issues 

1. Oppositional 

2. Listening to find flaws 

and weaknesses 

3. Affirms oneõs own point 

of  view 

4. Simplifies positions and 

issues 

Dialogue     Debate 



Socratic Circles 

1. Preparation: 
a) Read assigned materials (book, speech, 

 poem, etc.) 
 Listen to music/podcast/ speech, etc. 
 Watch video/podcast/movies/documentary  

b) Underline, make notes, research, predict, 
form opinions, reflect, make connections, 
and create questions (can use question 
stems) 



The Inner and Outer Circles 

Inner 

Circle 

Outer Circle 



Socratic Circles 
2. Inner Circle: 
ÅActs like gracious party guests. 
ÅResponds to questions- no raised hands. 
ÅMay have students paraphrase what the 

previous students said and then add 
comments, questions, and/or ideas using 
good listening skills,  

ÅDoes not argue. 
ÅCan disagree politely 
ÅShould not have anyone dominating the 

conversation 



Socratic Circles 
3. Outer Circle: 
ÅActs like super polite hosts at a party. 
ÅObserves what is taking place within inner 

circle. 
ÅDoes not add to discussion but  
ÅMakes notes 
ÅWrites questions 

ÅCompletes rubric of inner circle observation. 
ÅProvides feedback to inner circle about 

observations of dialogue and behavior. 



Socratic Circles 

4. After the Socratic Circle: 
ÅDebrief students before switching circles. 
ÅDebrief after both circles have participated as 

inner and outer. 
ÅHave students reflect orally, verbally, 

artistically, and/or physically.  



Socratic Circles-Follow Up 

× Reflective Journaling (both on content and performance) 

× Writing poetry, narratives, reflective journal entries 

× Developing thesis statements and/or outlining essays 

× Logging new vocabulary words and their use 

× Documenting strategies and techniques that helped to explore 

 meaning (i.e. examining text structure, use of  examples, 

 use of  punctuation, symbolism, parallelism, etc.) 

× Creating an artistic product to represent understanding,  

 reflection, etc. 

×Performing an original song, skit, mime,  poetry, puppet 

 showé 



Socratic Circles 
Ȱ4ÈÅ ÕÎÅØÁÍÉÎÅÄ ÌÉÆÅ ÉÓ ÎÏÔ ×ÏÒÔÈ ÌÉÖÉÎÇȢȱ 
ɂSocrates 

 
Ȱ3ÏÃÒÁÔÅÓ ÄÅÃÌÁÒÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÈÅ ËÎÅ× ÎÏÔÈÉÎÇȟ ÅØÃÅÐÔ 
ÔÈÅ ÆÁÃÔ ÏÆ ÈÉÓ ÉÇÎÏÒÁÎÃÅȢȱ --Diogenes Laertius 



1. How could you adapt Socratic 
circles to fit your classroom? 

2. What areas of  your content 
would facilitate the use of  
Socratic circles? 

3. How might the use of  this 
strategy help to synthesize your 
content and student learning? 

4. What questions or issues does 
the idea of  this strategy raise in 
your mind? 

Socratic Circles 
Teacher Reflection 



Can it be, Ischomachus , that asking questions is 
teaching? I am just beginning to see what is behind all 
your questions. You lead me on by means of things I know, 
point to things that resemble them, and persuade me that 
I know things that I thought I had no knowledge of.  
- Socrates (Quoted in Xenophon's "Economics") 

Socratic Circles 
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·Upload your lesson plan to the Moodle Class website. 
·Elementary: http://atim.cc/course/view.php?id=474  

·Secondary:   http://atim.cc/course/view.php?id=475  

·Teach the lesson 

·Follow-Up:  
·Webinar to discuss the effectiveness of the lesson and how 

to continue improvement     Date: 4/21/11 or 4/26/11 

·WIKI to write a minimum of four paragraphs reflecting on 
the effectiveness of the lesson and how to continue 
improvement. In addition, post feedback to two other 
teacher postings.  

Socratic Circles 

http://atim.cc/course/view.php?id=474
http://atim.cc/course/view.php?id=475

