Seminars in a 12th Grade Social Studies Classroom

Purpose:  Students will use one or more texts as a basis for student discussion, exploring connections between the text, the topic/aim question, and the larger essential questions for the unit.   Seminars will help students develop critical thinking and communication skills, questioning, clarifying, understanding complex texts, listening, note taking, and responding to other students’ comments.  Seminar discussions may serve as the culmination for a unit, or as a preparation for a PBAT.

Logistics:  After reading a text, students complete a Preparation Sheet as homework to get ready for the discussion, thinking about the aim and mining the text for evidence to bring to the seminar.  The hour-long discussion is entirely student run and focused on answering the aim question.  After the seminar, students complete a Reflection Sheet at home to show their responses to other students’ ideas and any change or evolution in their thinking about the aim.  Unprepared students receive a 0, absent students receive an M.  Ideally seminars should be done weekly; mine have been monthly.

Guidelines for Students:

· You must complete the Preparation Sheet in order to participate.

· Talk to each other, not to the teacher.

· Listen carefully and respectfully.

· Do not interrupt.

· Everyone must participate.

· Refer to evidence from the text.

· Work as a group to understand the text.

· Involve all students.

· Take notes during the discussion.

Rubric:  I have not settled on a grading system for Seminars.  Mostly I like listening to the discussion and don’t want to be bothered with shuffling rubrics!  I usually grade based on the Consortium’s Social Studies rubric, for Use of Evidence and Oral Presentation, and a third content standard (ie.  demonstrates an understanding of early U.S. foreign policy), and use a check-off sheet with scribbled comments.

Mini-Lessons: Before the seminar, students are motivated to improve their skills, and I have addressed some issues that have come up in mini-lessons, such as:

· How to ask a clarifying question if you don’t understand

· How to ask a probing question – other kinds of questions

· How to focus a discussion on one issue at a time

· How to listen!  What would be a response to…

· How to consider the implications – if you believe this, then …

· What to do if you want to speak but aren’t sure what to say

· What to do if there’s silence and the conversation has stopped

· How to help another student rephrase their statement more clearly

· What you could say instead of “what?” if you don’t understand

Random Suggestions:
Choosing a Text:  The text can be fiction, non-fiction, a primary source document, a film, poems, photographs, etc.  It should be something with rich issues to discuss.  Avoid anything too long or too short.  I’ve used multiple texts with success (though too many short texts was confusing ( ).  Choose something that moves the curriculum forward - seminars are not an “add-on” but an important strategy for teaching content.

Choosing an Aim:  The “aim” question is a big, open-ended question that relates to your course.  It has no right answer, and can be connected to the text and students’ experiences in a variety of ways.  Your aim could be an essential question for the course, or it may be specific to a text.  Some examples:  Is Barack Obama’s vision of liberalism the best for the country?  Is the Supreme Court moving in the right direction in its decisions about abortion rights?  

Preparation:  It is helpful to give students a concrete way to prepare the text, and it’s ideal to check and collect these.  Students who don’t have a good understanding of the text will have a hard time participating fully in the seminar. Alternately, high level students might think they don’t need to prepare and just try to wing it.

Facilitation:  The teacher’s job is to facilitate a student discussion.  Some teachers may ask questions or otherwise model good discussion techniques.  I prefer to remain out of the discussion entirely so that students talk to each other, not to me, and do not rely on the teacher to answer difficult questions or get the conversation moving.

Processing:  I always end the discussion 5 minutes early to talk about what happened.  It’s a chance to talk about the successes of the seminar and what the group can work on the next time (future mini-lessons).

Assessing:  As an essential part of the curriculum, the seminars are assessed using the Consortium rubric.  Students may be asked to grade themselves on this rubric.  It also makes sense for the rubric to change - eg.  I noticed my students do not look at the speaker, so I want to focus on body language and tracking during the next seminar.  This should be part of  the rubric.

Many thanks to Maryam Dilakian and Trevor Safford for their 6/27/13 workshop and resources, many of which have been adapted for this session!

