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Abstract

According to the staff of the Department of Engllsinguage and Literature at
the University of Zenica, second year students rawe easily motivated to
participate in classroom discussions. Most oftiime, students are encouraged
to participate, but only a selected few do. Wheked why that is so, students
reported that they feel uncomfortable, mostly beeatihey feel that they have
noting important to share or that they are embae@do speak in front of their
colleagues. The author of this paper tried to arage students to open up and
participate in classroom discussions. For the gaef this research, the author
worked closely with second year students at theaRegent of English Language
and Literature, introducing a new approach to emsoraximum student
participation. The Socratic Circle approach wasontuced and applied several
times throughout the semester, and the studentideafeedback each time they
participated in the discussions. Two structuresewessed and the students were
given the opportunity to express their opinionswlEach, as well as to comment
about the Socratic Circle Rubric that was introdufm the purpose of grading
their participation. This paper describes the stiyat were taken over a four-
month period. The author claims that by usingSberatic Circle approach, it is
possible to motivate every student to participatelassroom discussions on a
regular basis, and that the students appreciateuskeof the Socratic Circle
Rubric because they know what is expected of themwall as how their
participation will be graded.
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Motivating Students to Participate in Classroom Disussions through
the Socratic Circle Approach

According to the great Greek philosopher, Socratesde us all
the answers to human questions reside, and, ifas&ipate in thoughtful
and disciplined dialogue, we will help one anotbecover the ultimate
truth. This disciplined dialogue, the Socratic dl&r approach, is a
pedagogical approach that encourages the partisipn seek deeper
understanding of concepts through dialogues and domclusions using
the thoughtful responses of their peers. It frompsn memorizing and
regurgitating information that has been providedtty teacher. Instead,
through dialogue, the students explore and anaygeven text through
guestioning and answering. The teacher servesfasilgator, to ensure
that the discussion advances. “In a study of 1di&4sroom discussions
occurring in over 200 eighth and ninth grade classrs 93.31% (1074
discussions) were completely monologic (teachetered) in nature...
Of the 6.69% (77 discussions) that included “dialagpisodes” (moments
when students directed the conversation), thossodes lasted for an
average of 15 seconds.” (Nystrand et al., 2003)erd are no such studies
in Bosnia and Herzegovina, yet, it is possibleitdl fout if students are
familiar with the Socratic Circle approach, if ingttors use it, and what
happens once the approach is applied. Most oftithe, students are
encouraged to participate in classroom discusshlmtsonly a selected few
do. When asked why that is so, students report thay feel
uncomfortable, mostly because they feel that thesemoting important to
share or that they are embarrassed to speak i dfotheir colleagues.
The author of this paper tried to encourage stidémtopen up and
participate in classroom discussions. For the gaepof this research, the
author worked closely with second year studentshen Department of
English Language and Literature at the UniversitZ@nica, introducing a
new approach to ensure maximum student participatidhe Socratic
Circle approach was introduced and applied a nurobgmes throughout
the semester, and the students provided feedback &me they
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participated in the discussions. Two structuresevused and the students
were given the opportunity to express their opisiabout each, as well as
to comment about the Socratic Circle Rubric thas waroduced for the
purpose of grading their participation. This pagescribes the steps that
were taken over a four-month period. The authamdahat by using the
Socratic Circle approach, it is possible to motvavery student to
participate in classroom discussions on a reguksish and that the
students appreciate the use of the Socratic CRelbric because they
know what is expected of them as well as how thaiticipation will be
graded.

Methods

In order to gain a deeper understanding of stutdéetsavior and
the reasons that govern this behavior, the quiaktaesearch method was
used in this study. Through a questionnaire, thha learned if the
Socratic Circle approach is used by teaching asdstwho teach second
year students, and if not, how the teaching asgstaotivate the students
to participate in classroom discussions. The stisdevere asked to
provide feedback after they had participated indlsgussions. Students
responded to a set of questions which aimed atrdeteg which of the
two structures of the Socratic Circle approach tefer, how they feel in
the circles, what they plan to do differently nérte, and how they feel
about being graded using the Socratic Circle Rubric

The author of this paper is a lecturer at the Unsitye of Zenica.
As such, she had the opportunity to conduct théearch with second year
students as part of her Oral Expression 1 clag®e W&s given permission
this study by the head of the Department of Englistnguage and
Literature.
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Participants

The participants of this study were second yeadesits in the
Department of English Language and Literature & tmiversity of
Zenica. They all volunteered to participate in #edy and to truthfully
answer all the related questions (Appendix 1).

In addition to the students, the author asked aglies in the
Department of English Language and Literature & tmiversity of
Zenica teaching second year students to fill og@stionnaire (Appendix
2). The answers were used to determine both tred ¢é participation of
the second year students and to learn if the tegcassistants use the
Socratic Circle approach with the students.

The Study

Second year students have six different classesgltineir first
semester. Among them is Oral Expression 1, a cthas aims at
developing students’ listening and speaking skil@ver a period of ten
weeks, students read the bdeikding Fish by Antwone Fisher, analyzed
it, prepared discussion questions, and participatedlass discussions
using the Socratic Circle approach. Students weaepgved for this
approach by learning about it. The instructoradtrced the first structure
(inner circle participates in the discussion while outer circle observes,
evaluates and summarizes) and asked the studeotsnmiment on a set of
questions asking how they felt being in the inned & the outer circle
(students rotated, and thus experienced both jgeaticg in the discussion
and observing, evaluating, and summarizing). Stigdevere encouraged
to point out the positive and the negative expeesnand to comment on
their own performance, indicating what they would differently next
time. They were also asked if the Socratic CiRildric was a fair way to
evaluate their performance and why. Next, therusor introduced the
second structure of the Socratic Circle approachvivch the students
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were no longer observing, summarizing and evalgatiheir peers.
Instead, they were partners — the inner circle@péted in the discussion,
while the outer circle observed and wrote down tholual ideas and
questions. The outer circle then supplied the rintiecle with these
additional ideas and discussion questions. Stsdevére asked to
comment on the structure and to express how thHegdticipating in it.

The Socratic Circle Approach:

The Socratic Circle approach allows participantdiscuss a given text
without having to memorize information. Instedug participants gain a
deeper meaning of the text through thoughtful dja&s, guiding one
another through ideas and questions to arrive ahawer. Structure 1

1. Students are divided into two concentric circlés inner and the
outer circle.

2. The instructor explains how the circles functiothe students in
the inner circle are the ones leading the discusb@sed on the
reading, the analysis of the text, and the disomsguestions they
have prepared. The students in the outer circleerie the
discussion, take notes, and asses the inner @rgleiformance
using the Socratic Circle Rubric.

3. The Socratic Circle Rubric is distributed and dgsmd. It guides
the students in the inner circle as to how to lsestribute to the
discussion, while it serves the students in theroditcle to assess
their peers. Once the students are familiar withexpectations, it
is clear what they need to do in order to get & lgigade.

4. The discussion starts with an opening questiocafit be a question
that the instructor had prepared or a question tme of the
students had generated). There is no right answ#ris generic
question. It should facilitate the students toirdef clarify,
speculate and evaluate an idea from the readimgm Fhis point
on, the discussion may go in various directionpedeing on the
ideas and the questions that the students genefatestudents are
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in charge and as they participate in the dialogley determine
what will be discussed.

5. While the inner circle is participating in the digle, the outer
circle uses the Socratic Circle Rubric to evalub&r peers. Each
student in the outer circle is given the task tio# one inner
circle participant.

6. The students in the outer circle take notes. Qneenner circle is
done with a round of discussion, the studentseanatlter circle use
their notes to generate a summary of the ideasqaedtions that
had been discussed.

Structure 2

For this second type of Socratic Circle approahbk, gtudents are
again divided into two groups, the inner and théeogircle. The only
difference is that the students in the outer cindege a different role than
they do in the previously described structure.tdad of evaluating their
peers and summarizing the ideas that had beensdsduthey serve as
assistants who do not actively participate in thscuksion. They
contribute by listening to what is being discusspparing additional
guestions and ideas that should be discussedngtitiem on a piece of
paper, and supplying their partners with this piet@aper, so that their
ideas are discussed as well. The partner, who the inner circle, can
then use these ideas and questions to further @evtké discussion and
text analysis.

Grading. The Socratic Circle approach was introduced p#oh
project in the first semester. Although the grtus the students received
for their participation did not count toward thedl grade, the students did
receive feedback. It was a descriptive grade winels generated using
the Socratic Circle Rubric.

The Socratic Circle Rubric was introduced at they\eeginning to
inform the students what is expected of them ag feticipate in the
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discussions. The instructor explained what theeetgiions were and
pointed out what a student must do in order to eaints, which are then
transformed into a number grade using a scale.

The Socratic Circle Rubric was used by both thelestts and the
instructor. When applying the first structure (sdmve) of the Socratic
Circle approach, the students were asked to eathatr peers. Students
were partnered up, so that one of them is in therimircle, participating
in the discussion, while the other one is in théepwircle, observing,
summarizing what is being discussed, and evaludltieig peer. Using the
Socratic Circle Rubric, the students had the opmatt to give each other
feedback and indicate what their partners did aetl where improvement
is needed. The same rubric is used by the instructhis means that in
the first structure of the Socratic Circle approdbh students received
feedback from both their peers as well as theunstr. Students rotated,
so that each of them is in the inner circle anckinass feedback. In the
second structure, the students only received fexddipam the instructor.

The Socratic Circle Rubric, adapted from Copelakid, (2005).
“Socratic Circle Rubric” (Figure 1), consists ok Stategories and three
descriptors. The six categories are (1) understdinel selected text, (2)
participates in discussion, (3) supports ideas anddence, (4)
demonstrates critical mindedness, (5) demonstrat@srance for
uncertainty, and (6) listens and respects oth&fse three descriptors are:
above target, target, and below target. Studentise outer circle as well
as the instructor reflect on their peer’s/studerg&rformance in the
Socratic Circle, and mark which box best describes peer’'s/student’s
performance during the discussion.
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Figure 1. Socratic Circle Rubric: adapted from Copeland, (2005)
“Socratic Circle Rubric”

Socratic Circle Rubric

Reflect on your peer’s performance in the Socratide and mark which
box you think describes the peer’s performancenduttie discussion.

Category/Descripto

Above Target

Target

Below Target

Understands the
selected text

Uses parts of the
text in the
discussion and
shows
understanding of the

text.

Uses the text during
the discussion but
does not show
| understanding of th
i text.

Does not use any o
the text in the
discussion.

D

Participates in
discussion

Demonstrates activ
participation
throughout circle
time.

e Demonstrates activi
participation in at
least half of the
circle time.

" Some participation,
but off-task most of
the circle time.

Supports ideas with
evidence

Makes specific
references to text
and defends ideas

with evidence

regularly.

Makes references t
text and defends
ideas with evidence
when he/she must,

D

Makes no
references to text o
does not defend
ideas.

Demonstrates
critical mindedness|

Questions others
during discussion in
a way that makes
sense and adds to
the group’s
discussion.

Questions and
comments to others
make sense but da

not add to the
group’s discussion.

Does not question
others or questions

Demonstrates
tolerance for
uncertainty

Is able to listen and

accept opinions
different from
his/her own.

Is able to listen to
others’ opinions
different from
his/her own but
does not use them

Does not accept
others’ opinions and
is unwilling to listen

to them.

Listens and respect
others

s Comments reflect
active listening and

Generally listens,
but is not attentive

respect of others.

Inattentive.

do not make sense|

[

to details.
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Instructor's Role. The instructor does not have a traditional
teacher role in the Socratic Circle approach. Hehe is responsible for
selecting an insightful text that is relevant te ttudents and provokes
discussion. In case the students read a boog,thd instructor’s job to
divide the book into logical sections and assiga teadings. While in
class, the instructor does not participate in tiseussion. He or she may
choose to prepare the opening question that vait $the dialogue. Once
the dialogue starts, the instructor takes on tledit@or role and ensures
that the dialogue of the inner circle is focused aroving. The instructor
also observes the students who are in the innde@and uses the rubric to
evaluate their participation.

Benefits and Flaws of the Socratic Circle ApproachThe most
important benefit of the Socratic Circle approazihie full participation of
each student. Throughout the discussion, eaclestusl applying him or
herself and participating in a number of ways. 8wmes the participation
is solely based on the discussion, yet, while thase do not participate in
the discussion normally sit passively, in the Sticr@ircle approach, they
too are kept on their toes. If one does not ppdte in the discussion,
he/she is busy summarizing what has been saidyatuad their peer, or
preparing comments and questions for the givenherrtext round of
discussion. Having this in mind, students comeldss prepared, which is
another great benefit of the Socratic Circle apghmoa This approach
awakens the sense of responsibility in the studefitsey are aware that
the discussion and the rest of the group will gitegf they are not
prepared to participate, thus they read the asgiger, analyze it, and
prepare discussion questions.

Though it has proven to be a very appealing metthad the
students enjoyed, the Socratic Circle approaclsbaee flaws. First of all,
it is time consuming for the instructor to expldhle approach for the
students to adapt to the novel method. Anothereiss that the discussion
may focus on broad ideas rather than specificufddnformation and
arrive at a conclusion without a complete closufghe instructor may
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have a difficult time if the students arrive atanclusion with which he or
she is not familiar. In addition to that, the dission may appear very
unstructured to an uninformed observer. With ladittsaid, it would be
advisable to share these flaws with all the padicts, as well as the
outsiders, who may observe the discussions.

Findings and Discussion

By conducting a survey, the author learned that tdeching
assistants working with second year students irDiggartment of English
Language and Literature at the University of Zemeser use the Socratic
Circles approach. They motivate the students bkio6sing age-
appropriate topics that often provoke differentnoqis and are relevant or
interesting to the students,” by “telling [the stadk] the topics in advance
(therefore giving them a chance to prepare themsebetter), and by
“promising some reward (not necessarily a matemad)” such as “extra
credit”. It is questionable if any of these methgmtove to be successful,
and if they actually motivate all the students &otigipate in the classroom
discussions.

Through questionnaires that the students respotajetie author
of this paper learned that the students had ppatied in classroom
discussions before, yet majority of them do noelfeomfortable speaking
in front of [their] colleagues.” They had nevemhg of the Socratic Circle
approach, but were willing to test it. Once it waglained to them, the
students concluded that they can benefit from tapproach and
commented that “[they] will work on their own spéak skills, [thus]
improve their communicational skills” and “learnwe/ocabulary from
other students.” Students had a positive attitiaieng the discussions,
yet their responses to how they felt being in threer circle varied.

During the first discussion, some students wereepgred. They
did not finish the assigned reading and were, aumesetly, unable to fully
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participate in the discussion. In the questiorainese students reported
that they “felt bad” for not reading the book arfdr‘not contributing to
the discussion.” When asked what they would déedihtly next time,
those students that were unprepared reportedtbgtwill “read at home
and prepare discussion questions for next time.”

In the first structure of the Socratic Circle apmb, some students
reported feeling comfortable, but majority stathdttit is hard to be the
center of attention and to talk while others arsesbing.” The outer circle
reported that during this structure they had conimemd wanted to
participate, but were unable to do so, because thene assigned to
observe, summarize, and evaluate. Doing what weslasf them gave the
students a sense of accomplishment — studentstedpi@eling confident
and relaxed once they joined the circle and stahedliscussion.

Students indicated that they prefer the “secondér&@ec Circle
approach, the one in which the inner and the ociteles collaborate to
generate the questions and ideas that are ushd inrter circle. Students
reported that “[they] felt more comfortable knowirigat their fellow
students will help them when it is their turn tontribute to the
conversation,” and that “[they] learned from onether in this setting.”
Students reported that “working with a partner wedpful,” as “the
partners helped [them] when [they] were stuck” ahd outer circle
reported that suddenly they “[were] able to pgpe by passing the notes
to their partners” and thus “[they] felt useful.”

Students also reported that the Socratic CircleriRubas very
helpful. They knew exactly what was expected @nthand the grading
was fair. The majority of them suggested that riferic be distributed
during the explanation of the approach, as it “pites [the students] with
detailed information on how to best prepare fordiseussion.”
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Conclusion

In search of an effective approach that motivateslents to
participate in classroom discussions and comple¢eaissigned tasks at
home, the author of this paper decided to try ther&ic Circle approach.
Although the students had participated in classrosoussions, they had
never heard of the Socratic Circle approach. QOnee&s introduced, the
students positively reacted to its benefits. THotlge approach is time
consuming, the students were patient, they kepbsatipe attitude, and
wanted to try it. They noticed that if they allntobute, they will learn
from one another. Students were pleased to Id@intheir participation
will be evaluated using a Socratic Circle Rubrithey were familiar with
the concept, so all the instructor had to do igeshhe specifics of this
particular rubric. It is important to note thaéth were noticeable changes
in the students’ behavior. Those who previousipedo class unprepared
suddenly felt a sense of responsibility. Theyireal that if they do not do
what is asked of them, the rest of the group cafumattion. Suddenly, all
students were reading the assigned book, analyitjingnd preparing
discussion questions.

All in all, the semester was a very active one.l gdcond year
students worked very hard, participated in the wdismns, and greatly
contributed to their own as well as their peer’'sifiee experience with the
Socratic Circle approach. The approach itself pdoto be a great
motivation tool. The goal of ensuring maximum sidparticipation was
achieved. It would be interesting to see if thélskhat these students
have acquired transfer to other in class discussion

28



Journal of Foreign Language Teaching and Applietjuistics

Bibliography

Applebee, Arthur N., Judith A. Langer, Martin Nystd, and Adam
Gamoran. “Discussion-Based Approaches to Devetppin
Understanding: Classroom Instruction and StudentoRmance in
Middle and High School English.” American EducaabResearch
Journal 40.3 (2003): 685-730.

Billings L., Fitzgerald J. “Dialogic Discussion aitde Paideia Seminar”,
American Educational Research Journal 39. 4, (P@EI- 941.

Nystrand, Martin and Adam Gamoran. ‘“InstructioBescourse, Student
Engagement and Literature Achievement.” Researchthe
Teaching of English 25.3 (1991): 261-290.

Nystrand, Martin, Lawrence L. Wu, Adam Gamoran, iSueisler, and
Daniel A. Long.
“Questions in Time: Investigating the Structured ddynamics of
Unfolding Classroom
Discourse.” Discourse Processes 35.2 (2003):1B856-

Tredway, L. “Socratic Seminars: Engaging Students Imtellectual
Discourse.” Educational Leadership. 53 (1995).

29



Motivating Students to Participate in Classroom D&sions through the Socratic Circle Approach

Appendix 1
First set of questions:
1. How do you think you will benefit from applying th8ocratic
Circle approach?

2. Is the grading using the Socratic Circle RubricfaiWhy?

3. What kind of difficulties could we face as a groompindividually
using the Socratic Circle approach?

Second set of questions:
1. How did you feel during your time in the inner ¢é&2 Provide one
positive and one negative aspect.

2. How did you feel during your time in the outer ¢&2 Provide one
positive and one negative aspect.

3. Do you have any suggestions for our next discu8sion
4. How well do you think you did today?
5. What will you do to better prepare for our nextcdission?

Third set of questions:
1. Which of the two structures of the Socratic Cirafgroach do you
prefer and why?

2. Do you think that the Socratic Circle approach #thdne used with
future generations of English Language and Liteeatmnajors?
Why?
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Appendix 2

Socratic Circle Approach Questionnaire

1) On average, how many second year students ipatécin class
discussions on a regular basis?

2) How would you evaluate the communication skiié those
students that participate? Please use the scaknswer this
question.

1 2 3 4 5
Poor Excellent

3) Have you ever applied the Socratic Circle apghnoan your

classroom?

4) If your answer is “no,” please explain how youwtimate the
students to participate in classroom discussions.

5) If you answered “yes” to question # 4, pleasgnar the following

question: Did you find the Socratic Circle to baseful approach?
Explain how.
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