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I     A Lively Kind of Learning 

The class of sixteen high-school students is gathered together around a table in a plain 
but neat classroom. Their books, Shakespeare’s Hamlet, are open, and scattered across 
the table are cups of coffee, bottles of water and pens. Aside from these few articles, 
nothing else occupies the table. The long white board is covered from end to end with 
over fifty questions the students have prepared and put up for discussion. In a 
surprising and endearing gesture of enthusiasm, the students have gathered before class 
begins to assemble their questions in variegated colors in neat rows, densely packed 
onto the board. They have numerous questions, and surprisingly few overlap in 
content. By a voice vote, they choose one particular question to begin our study:  Why 
does Hamlet delay so long in killing Claudius? To their amazement, many of their other 
questions are beginning to intrude even as they struggle to address the first. Everyone is 
leaning against the table, energetic, animated and slightly interruptive; as soon as the 
last individual has spoken, another jumps in to respond. They are listening closely to 
each other, searching for areas of agreement and differences of opinion. Frequently, they 
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direct each other to some page in the text, and a classmate will object by offering an 
alternative textual passage she thinks argues for the opposite, which evokes some 
animated cries of affirmation from others. Occasionally, a student will confess that she 
has completely changed her mind. Another admits that, while she cannot yet defend 
her position, she still harbors an instinct that she is right; she resolves to remain open to 
being proven wrong. Periodically, the students and their teacher break into a raucous 
explosion of convivial laughter. When speaking of Ophelia’s predicament, the class 
turns sober, sympathetic, even misty. When the teacher finally draws the two-hour 
discussion to a close, several students complain that it cannot possibly already be over. 
It feels like the discussion only just started, doesn’t it?  

This is the first day of ten dedicated to a careful, 
ambitious discussion of the play. And it begins in 
wonder. The students are full of agitated curiosity and 
perplexity. They want to know why these calamities 
have beset the house of Hamlet, and they feel they 
have ventured on an exciting journey with their 
teacher and their friends that will conclude with a 
more thorough understanding of Hamlet’s dilemma. 
They are confident their destination will be reached 
and their questions answered, and, as in all new 
adventures, their feet are light and their hearts are full 
of energy and excitement. They can’t wait to get back 
into it tomorrow, and some of them are still arguing 
on their way out the door whether Hamlet ever loved 
Ophelia. 

It is increasingly difficult to find students at the collegiate level who know how to 
engage in this kind of spirited, rigorous but amiable debate. What counts for debate is 
often not an exchange of ideas at all; rather, the students often resort to grandstanding, 
emotive outbursts calculated to silence opposition, or the recitation of prefabricated 
talking points. The debate is not meant to seek and expose the truth; rather, it seems 
increasingly aimed at domination and manifests an unhealthy conformance to the 
reigning ideas of a school of thought or a social activist agenda. Ambitious students, 
with an eye to their futures, will frequently keep their own counsel rather than 
participate in damaging exchanges with individuals they calculate are ultimately 
uninterested in an authentic debate. Others will not risk losing friendships for ideas 
they do not wish to expose to the angry scrutiny of others. In a strange and unforeseen 
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development, a generation raised on intellectual and moral skepticism has begotten a 
generation of students securely entrenched in their unimpeachable dogmas and 
prejudices. A proper training from a younger age in the art of discussion would help 
these contemporary college students navigate the choppy waters of young adulthood. 
This guide is intended to address this need and how those of us who teach can create 
environments free, curious and open for discussion such as the one described above.   

The cultivation of the habits of discussion should begin as soon as students are capable 
of engaging in it without succumbing to arrogance. They must be mature enough to be 
energetically and pointedly corrected by their peers and their teacher in a public fashion 
without suffering undue humiliation, and they must be capable of sustaining their 
thought and focus over the course of at least an hour and a half, but preferably two.  

One of the best environments for this cultivation is the seminar discussion with peers of 
their own age on a given text under the guidance and training of a teacher seasoned in 
the practice. Seminar discussions of approximately fifteen members enhance the 
participants’ thinking in a unique way. Each event permits the members to verbalize 
their thought, and as they struggle to put their ideas into words, their thought becomes 
more lucid and luminous. This is especially true in an environment where argument 
and rigorous exchanges are permitted. There is a special connection between 
verbalizing thought and thinking itself, and the seminar makes that practice of 
paramount importance. Excellent lectures and tutorials are necessary elements of a 
student’s intellectual growth, but participation in a sustained and well-developed 
exchange ensures that the student is thinking through the problem and making 
connections otherwise unavailable in a lecture format. Most elementary school students 
are not sufficiently mature for this kind of vigorous exchange; however, with a skillful 
teacher, they can be moved to it incrementally throughout grades seven and eight. An 
extensive, fully developed seminar discussion is probably best reserved for high 
schoolers. This is the kind of seminar addressed in this guide. The best seminar 
discussions are based on some piece of original thought; this could be an essay, a piece 
of literature, a poem, a philosophical or theological text, a political treatise, a film, or a 
piece of art or music. This guide will address only written texts; however, many of the 
principles laid out here can apply across a wide variety of topics, artistic genres and 
continuing education opportunities. Let us examine the real-life exchange described 
above to gather together the elements necessary for a successful seminar discussion. 
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II  Setting the Seminar Table 

Consider the environment & its purpose 

The environment is neat and without physical distractions. The room need not be 
extravagantly ornamented, although beautiful artwork and attractive lighting make for 
a humane atmosphere. The shape of the table permits an easy view of everyone in the 
room; an oval table is optimal. The seminar leader sits at the table with the students 
instead of standing at the front of the room. There is nothing on the table except the 
materials needed for the discussion. The students are encouraged to put aside all of 
their other concerns and cares by physically putting aside other work. They have 
something to drink to fortify themselves, and they have the text under consideration.  
Their books are already heavily marked from their reading, so they do not require 
supplemental notebooks, laptops or other digital devices, which in themselves can pose 
a distraction to young discussants. They do not feel the need to keep notes even of the 
questions being asked because the teacher has assured them that she will keep track of 
them as the conversation proceeds and make copies available the following day. This 
frees the students to give their undivided attention to the discussion itself.   

They are not distracted by thoughts of being held accountable by some future 
examination or essay; rather, they are devoted to the more important task of unraveling 
the meaning of this difficult text and recreating it in their own imaginations. They are 
dedicating this time to learning how to think, how to make arguments driven by the 
textual evidence, how to express their thoughts clearly, and how to sustain their 
composure when inevitable disagreements arise. If a seminar discussion is successful, 
the students should know that they have learned something at its conclusion: They will 
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have gained fresh insight they had not possessed before; they may have completely 
abandoned their prior, incorrect reading; they will most certainly have clarified and 
deepened their own understanding of the text and the issues it raises; they may even 
have new and better questions. These are measurable goals, and the teacher should 
ensure they are achieved every time the seminar meets. Guiding discussions is 
something of an art form. Much as a chef provides the elements for an excellent, richly 
layered sauce and puts them on the heat to coalesce, the elements are there for an 
edifying seminar if its members have read and reflected on the text in advance. The heat 
of the seminar is the push and pull of the discussion—the agon—which presses the 
students’ thought toward something refined, clarified and richly textured. In other 
words, it is the teacher’s responsibility to provide not just the physical environment but 
the intellectual environment as well, where rigorous inquiry occurs through the 
questioning of the students: What do you mean by that? Can you expand on that? You are 
now contradicting what you said before; did you mean to do that? What would we have to 
assume to believe what you’re saying? Why did you say that? Where is that in the text? The 
students are pressed by these kinds of questions until their thought resolves into 
something clarified and new. 

One last word on the physical environment: Some texts are best treated in the formal 
classroom setting, but in some cases, especially when board work is unnecessary, the 
experience is enriched when the tables are set aside and couches are introduced, 
producing a more informal atmosphere. Refreshments can also be added to enhance the 
experience. Optimally, students should encounter both environments since that 
contributes to their sense of the shape and tenor of a spirited, adult conversation. Free 
and open exchanges are the mark of humane, adult life, and seminars in both venues 
underscore that fact. 

Begin with wonder & the desire to know 

Because they have been given some leisure before the discussion to fashion their own 
questions, the students are engaged and full of wonder, which only increases as this 
first discussion unfolds. Wonder is the spring from which depth of understanding 
arises. All reflection and original thought begin in wonder; remarkably, even young 
students are capable of such reflection. With advance preparation, the students will 
have deliberated on matters large and small that perplex them, and this leads them 
deeper into the text’s essential issues. In the final analysis, some of their questions are 
problems of mere comprehension, which can be quickly resolved. In the above example, 
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they might not yet comprehend the family relations between the characters or 
Denmark’s past history with Norway’s Fortinbras. They might not understand who the 
actors are or why they have come to Elsinore. These are necessary questions that must 
be addressed efficiently for the students.   

The real gold, however, is found in questions of motivation and character, and those are 
the questions that fuel the best seminar discussions on imaginative literature. In other 
words, the answers must be arguable at some level, rather than mere statements of fact. 
For instance, does Hamlet’s feigned madness evolve into an authentic madness over the 
course of the play? Is he ever mad? Is it possible that Hamlet is the only individual who 
actually understands what is going on at Elsinore? Compare and contrast what might 
look like madness in Hamlet with that which Ophelia assuredly suffers. If not madness, 
what accounts for Hamlet’s behavior? Is the ghost/father real, reliable, malicious, or 
only vengeful? Should Hamlet have trusted the ghost in the first place? If so, why does 
it take him so long to kill Claudius? Was it significant that Horatio warned him not to 
speak privately with the ghost? Why doesn’t Gertrude see the ghost/father when 
Hamlet visits her in her rooms? We know that others have seen the ghost, but no one 
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witnesses him speak, except, presumably, Hamlet. What should we make of this, 
especially in light of what Hamlet experiences? Why did Gertrude marry Claudius so 
quickly? Did her relationship with him predate the murder? Does Hamlet love Ophelia 
and what would constitute evidence one way or the other? Why is Hamlet so angry 
with both Gertrude and Ophelia? What drives Ophelia’s relationship with the men in 
her life? Why does she go mad and commit suicide? Is Hamlet’s memory of his father 
exaggerated and embellished or accurate? Whose voice is authoritative on this point 
and what would count as evidence one way or the other? Why isn’t Hamlet king and 
does he possess the characteristics that make for a good king? We know that Claudius 
fears the public’s attachment to Hamlet, and we sense that he knows his own kingship 
could be precarious. Fortinbras declares, in the final words of the play, that Hamlet 
would have made a formidable king. So, why is Hamlet not king? Is it even possible to 
be a good man and a good king of Denmark? If not, what is the something “rotten in 
Denmark” Marcellus references? Hamlet seems changed since he returned to Elsinore. 
How so and why? Horatio sums up the play as a story of “casual slaughters” (Act V, 
Scene 2). What does this mean and why does he say this? Has he got it right? Is this the 
story Hamlet wanted him to tell? What are we to make of the ending of this play? Is 
Hamlet a hero, a villain, a coward, a murderer or simply spent and resigned to his fate?  
Compare this play with other plays involving vengeance. How, for instance, does it 
compare to Aeschylus’ Oresteia? In those plays, the gods acted; are there any gods at 
work in this story? What does Hamlet mean when he says to Horatio, “We defy augury. 
There is a special providence in the fall of a sparrow. If it be now, ‘tis not to come; if it be 
not to come, it will be now...the readiness is all. Since no man of aught he leaves knows, 
what is ‘t to leave betimes. Let be” (Act V, Scene 2)? Is this a sign of defeat and 
resignation to his fate?    

None of these questions are matters of fact; rather, they are all arguable and answerable 
by the text, and gallons of ink have been spilled disputing them. It is an especially adult 
experience to recognize that these kinds of questions are rarely, if ever, conclusively 
settled; the students’ answers today may well deepen over time as they age and revisit 
them under fresh circumstances. Part of their experience in the seminar discussions is to 
begin that effort now, deepening their own comprehension of the text and, more 
importantly, their understanding of the world.     

Nevertheless, sometimes even matters of mere fact can become the grist for a rich 
discussion. For instance, a student might ask: I’ve been wondering, just how old is Hamlet? 
This seems like one of those questions easily resolved and dispensed with by turning to 
the gravedigger’s remarks at Ophelia’s burial site in Act V, Scene 1, where the 
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gravedigger calculates Hamlet’s age for 
the reader. When asked “how long hast 
t h o u b e e n g r a v e m a k e r ? ” t h e 
gravedigger replies, “I came to ‘t that 
day that our last King Hamlet 
overcame Fortinbras.” Asked how long 
ago that was, he answers, “Every fool 
can tell that. It was that very day that 
young Hamlet was born” and “I have 
been sexton here, man and boy, thirty 
years.” This figure seems confirmed 
when the gravedigger exposes Yorick’s 
skull and declares, “Here’s a skull now 
hath lien you i’ th’ earth three-and-
twenty years.” That would comport 
with Hamlet’s sweet, and presumably 
youthful, remembrance that Yorick bore 
him “on his back a thousand times.” 
Establishing that Hamlet is thirty years 
old is sometimes shocking to the 
students; they had taken Hamlet to be a 
younger, eighteen-year-old boy, certainly no older than twenty-one. Does this fact 
change or inform their understanding of who Hamlet is and why he acts as he does? 
Does this information in any way color their understanding of Hamlet’s relationship 
with his mother and father? These are good questions that only just derived from a 
simple question of fact.   

Something similar occurs when the students are asked to account for what appear to be 
factual questions of timing: When did the elder Hamlet die? How long ago was it? How long 
after his death did Gertrude marry Claudius? Throughout the play, we hear Hamlet 
repeatedly refer to the swiftness with which his mother remarried: “Thrift, thrift, 
Horatio. The funeral baked meats/ Did coldly furnish forth the marriage tables” (Act I, 
Scene 2). How quickly did Gertrude remarry, and was it as swift as Hamlet contends? In 
his first soliloquy, he insists that it was “within a month,” but later, in a sort of manic 
jest just prior to the play-within-the-play, he remarks, “For look you how cheerfully my 
mother looks, and my father died within ‘s two hours” (Act III, Scene 2). Ophelia 
corrects him, “Nay, ‘tis twice two months, my lord.” In any case, both Horatio and 
Gertrude admit that the marriage was “o’erhasty.” Why does this question of timing 
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matter?  Why do we care? Because it leads to greater questions about Hamlet’s 
disposition and what troubles him. Clearly, Hamlet’s perception that the second 
marriage came too swiftly sits at the heart of his anger with his mother and his uncle, 
and that anger predates Hamlet’s encounter with the ghost/father and the revelation of 
the murder. What begins as an unpretentious question, often from an unsophisticated 
student, will develop like this. While endeavoring to discover Hamlet’s age and how 
long ago his father died, the students will begin to reflect on why these questions even 
matter to them. The skillful and attentive teacher will catch at these opportunities and 
push at them until the text unfolds in greater depth and consequence for the students. 

In all of these cases, the inquiry begins with wonder 
and is driven by the desire to know.  

Start with the text 

The students know that the text is the source of their 
discussion; they are not consulting outside sources. In 
fact, the consultation of secondary literature should be 
discouraged. The students are being trained to read a 
text with precision, independence and wonder. If they 
are looking at outside commentary, that process is 
thwarted. Every contribution they make is susceptible 
to verification, rebuke or modification by the text, 
wielded by their classmates and their teacher. The text, 
in other words, is the center of the debate. Extratextual 
sources are not welcome in this discussion since 
reference to those sources would, by and large, be 

arguments from authority, which are not entirely verifiable in this environment. This is 
true, to some degree, for the teacher as well. If the students come to believe that their 
teacher’s interpretation and the conversation itself are being governed by an outside 
source and not by the text, they will lose the necessary confidence and trust a teacher 
must command in the classroom, and the students may even be tempted to resort to 
those commentaries themselves. While a teacher may, in fact, find it necessary to read 
widely from secondary literature, whatever she says in the classroom must be rooted 
finally in her own ability to unpack the text in a convincing and compelling fashion.  

© 2017 Cana Academy® 9



Participation 

Notice that the students are all engaged in the discussion at some level. Not all of them 
will necessarily speak at length or in depth. Proportionally speaking, about one-third of 
the class will participate frequently and energetically and will drive the discussion 
forward; about one-third will participate somewhat sporadically, but their comments 
will prove invaluable; and one-third will participate infrequently, but they will be 
attentive, and that attentiveness will manifest itself primarily through their body 
language and through the rare but useful remark. They too are leaning in, making every 
effort to follow the ebb and flow of the discussion. They will occasionally ask for 
clarification; they might offer a necessary page number or tentatively offer a question or 
a remark. They may try to summarize the discussion thus far to check their own 
comprehension. The point is that all the members are listening and participating to the 
degree they can, and the teacher should make it an aim of the course to coach every 
student to individual proficiency. Of course, some days everyone will find themselves 
in the thick of it, and that kind of day is the best seminar discussion, one predicated on a 
groundswell of enthusiasm and communal spirit. Those are golden days the students 
will most cherish.  

Authority & freedom  

Notice, too, that the students feel free to change their minds when their classmates’ 
persuasive arguments prevail; however, they also feel free to stick to their instincts and 
convictions until further notice. This should be an environment of liberality. Serious, 
constructive reflection requires genuine freedom, even in young students who are first 
beginning. The seminar leader should strike a pose that makes that freedom possible 
while at the same time encouraging rigor and precision in the students’ analyses. 
Ultimately, the teacher must adjudicate the boundaries for interpretation because not all 
analyses of a text are plausible; the students need to learn what constitutes evidence and 
a coherent argument. It is the teacher’s responsibility to decisively, but diplomatically, 
make the boundaries clear and even energetically advocate for one particularly 
insightful vein of inquiry over another. The sad fact is that if the students are permitted 
to roam down a dead end for longer than a brief spell, the chances are high that this is 
the only interpretation the students will remember; they will not recall that the ship was 
later righted because they will have invested too much time in the first interpretation. 
For this reason, the seminar leader must not allow ill-fated inquiries for too long lest the 
students genuinely grow confused.   
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The teacher is not the intellectual equal of his students; he is there to be the center of 
gravity with the weight of the argument behind him. Ultimately, the students have to 
subject the training of their minds to him, and they must not be misled, either by the 
teacher’s passivity and indulgence or by his bullying. The students should have the 
sensation that they are in the presence of a truly reflective, formidable, thinking human 
being who has skill, insight and something to teach them, not just about this text, but 
about the world. The classical texts, especially, entertain the height and breadth of 
human experience, and the students should feel awed and engaged. In company with 
the text, the seminar leader is the intellectual center of the universe in his classroom. 
The students should feel that specific weight when they are with him, and they should 
experience confidence that they will be led decisively in the right direction. At the same 
time, the teacher should be careful how he expresses his own thinking. From being 
overawed or from plain laziness, some students might be tempted to simply adopt the 
leader’s positions without considered reflection. We should remember that the seminar 
leader is like an experienced mountain guide: His clients must do the climbing, but he is 
the one who knows the path up and down, and he is the best climber in the room. 
Authority and freedom are not incompatible, and the skillful teacher will seek and find 
the proper balance of both in these seminars. 

Conversation that matters 

The seminar discussion is marked by passion. While the students are generally polite, 
they are not so polite that the conversation is stifled. Their passion may even, from time 
to time, seem impolitic, but there is an implicit recognition and happy assumption that 
this is driven by a passion for the truth, not a desire to insult or bully. This means that 
the teacher and the students have established some prior, necessary level of trust in the 
classroom. That kind of trust springs directly from the demeanor of the teacher who 
does not easily take offense and who treats the students with respect, habitually 
modeling for the students what constitutes adult debate. The students are full of 
wonder and desire. They are working hard at being precise and candid with their 
classmates and teacher, honoring the old proverb, Amicus Plato, sed magis amica veritas 
(Plato is my friend, but truth is a better friend.) And yet, despite the rigorous flavor of 
the discussion, there is an element of play and joy that makes the conversation 
delightful, enjoyable and conducive to friendship. The best debates will be memorable 
precisely because they were fiery but convivial. The stakes are high but not so high that 
friendships are ruined. Students commonly remember those discussions that were most 
heated because they recall having a personal stake in the questions under examination.  
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They feel and express passion because it may actually change how they view the world 
and their own conduct.  In other words, the discussion matters. The students learn that 
part of being an adult is learning how to disagree, sometimes strenuously, without 
losing friendships or confidence; how to be sensitive and intellectually honest enough 
to admit when they have been wrong; how to defend their positions and how to give 
ground that is no longer tenable; how not to press a symbol or an element of an 
argument too rigidly; how to assume the best of their interlocutors and how to listen 
attentively; how not to set up either/or fallacies, hurl ad hominems, or split hairs too 
closely; and how to speak in precise, grammatically correct sentences and paragraphs 
free of careless speech, vulgarity and distracting, often childish, analogies and examples 
drawn from popular culture and popular psychology. In short, they learn how adults 
should debate important problems with agility, honesty, composure and joy. If properly 
directed, these kinds of seminar discussions can engender rigorous thought, humility, 
gratitude, confidence and deep and lasting friendships.  

III  How to Prepare for a Seminar 

Read & read again 

Having described the necessary elements that provide for a rigorous seminar 
discussion, let us examine how to prepare for the occasion. While it may seem too 
obvious to state, the first and most important preparation for leading a seminar is a 
thorough and deep comprehension of the text. A teacher can spend an enormous 
quantity of time studying secondary literature; but while all of that might be useful 
background, she still has to go into the classroom and work her way through the text in 
a persuasive and compelling manner with her students. She has to know the text in 
front of her and all of its peculiar twists and turns; she needs to know its order and 
construction and where the complex trenches lie so that she can anticipate the kinds of 
questions the students will bring. If it is a piece of philosophy, she must possess a 
comprehensive understanding of the arguments made and their implications. She must 
rehearse and reflect upon why this philosophical argument is important for 
contemporary readers and its consequences for understanding the world we inhabit. In 
short, she must think about the text and reflect on its veracity since that is certainly 
what she expects from her students, and that kind of critical thought necessarily 
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presupposes some expertise with the text. When sorting through philosophical texts, an 
exceptionally useful habit to acquire is the practice of distilling the arguments on a one-
half sheet of paper in outline form. Restricting oneself this way has the effect of 
clarifying the issues and disciplining the mind. If it is a piece of imaginative literature, 
she must attempt an imaginative recreation of her own before entering the classroom. 
She cannot possibly be a credible leader without this kind of advance work. Please see 
the Cana Academy Guide, Teaching Fiction from the Inside Out, for the proper approach 
to imaginative literature.  

Make a plan 

The second element of preparation is to form a plan of attack. The teacher needs to 
know how he wants to lead this seminar and what he hopes to accomplish in the time 
he has. At the close of the discussion, he should assess the present field of play while 
the events of the seminar are still fresh in his memory. Did he have the correct 
expectations, or did he try to achieve too much in the given time? What must be 
revisited at the next seminar? What issues should be addressed? He should evaluate 
whether it is worthwhile to revisit some thorny issues or wait to see if they become 
clearer to the class over time in a natural fashion at a later date. Some parts of an 
argument become clearer when reorganized and reshuffled. The teacher should sort 
through these issues before leading the following day’s discussion. 

Coach the students to mark the text 

The third element of preparation for the seminar discussion is training the students how 
to effectively prepare. Marking up their texts in anticipation of discussions is the key 
element of their preparation. The students will sometimes resist this because they do 
not want to physically mar the text; for one reason or another they are averse to writing 
on a text. Sometimes they resist out of laziness; they would rather just permit their eyes 
to scan the page rather than mark it. These students believe that marking the text slows 
them down, which it does, and they do not want to slow down. The following remarks 
presuppose that the students are using actual, physical texts rather than digital 
reproductions. Open laptops, tablets and operational cell phones in seminar discussions 
are significant distractions and should be avoided. This will be addressed further below.  
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Teaching students how to actively read a text involves their learning how to mark the 
text. Marking the text serves a double purpose. First, it engages the reader in an active 
exercise. It keeps the reader involved in the argument or the story. In the case of a 
philosophical text, the reader can respond as a silent interlocutor to the argument, 
raising in its margins the counter evidence or questions which remain overlooked by 
the writer. Secondly, it slows the reader down enough to take in the details of the text, 
and the markings serve as 
reminders for later discussion 
without adding an extra layer of 
n o t e - t a k i n g i n a s e p a r a t e 
notebook. At some early point in 
the discussions, the teacher needs 
to overtly train students on how 
to mark their texts in a useful 
fashion. If the students are 
underlining or highlighting every 
line in the text, their markings will 
serve no useful purpose other 
than to keep their eyes moving across the page. If they only mark something every three 
or four pages, they are probably not marking in a manner that will serve them for the 
next discussion. They should be directed to note key words and phrases in their texts; to 
outline internal to the text, with numbers and letters, the critical elements of a 
philosophical argument; to ask questions in the margins; and to express disapproval or 
concerns in the margins. Careful training, with concrete examples, should be given to 
the students, remembering that how they mark a text depends largely on its type.  
Students should not be looking for an argument, for instance, in a piece of imaginative 
literature.  

It probably goes without saying, but if the students have not properly prepared for the 
seminar, the discussion cannot happen. At least most of the students have to have done 
the prior work, or the whole thing will dissolve into sloppy discussion on topics only 
remotely related to the text.   

© 2017 Cana Academy® 14

A well-marked text



IV   Six Patterns for Leading Seminars 

Not all seminars or texts warrant the same approach, and part of the teacher’s 
preparatory planning should involve strategic selection of a pattern suitable for the 
day’s work. The following list of six patterns is by no means exhaustive, but these 
patterns are well-tested strategies for successful seminar discussions.   

Recreate the drama, collect the questions 

The first pattern was already referenced in the above description of a discussion of 
Shakespeare’s Hamlet, and it applies to all plays. Before the actual discussion begins, the 
class will read the play aloud together. In this particular case, the reading takes 
approximately four to five hours. The teacher assigns parts based on the students’ 
reading abilities. This is an important aspect of this exercise since a student who 
struggles to read will not be able to handle the extraordinary number of lines Hamlet 
has or the strange and peculiar speech patterns of Polonius. To ensure a successful and 
fruitful reading, the teacher should energetically guide the students. Without 
explanation and at the precise textual moment,  she should instruct a student reading 

Hamlet’s lines to re-read a passage expressing 
mockery or anger in his exchange with 
Polonius. This kind of direction will not 
preempt later discussion, but it will prove 
immeasurably helpful in effecting a useful 
reading. She might say, Try that again, but this 
time read it angrily. See what happens to you. She 
should not slow the effort by offering a 
justification for the correction; the key is to 
keep the enterprise moving toward a fruitful 
reading.   

Next, five students are selected to offer a 
concise summary of action for Acts I-V. The 
summaries should be free of interpretive 
analysis and focus exclusively on plot. Finally, 
every member of the class is instructed to 
compose three meaningful questions worthy of 
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discussion. When the students return to class, the summaries are presented first, and the 
floor is open to clarification of plot details. A student might ask how it is that 
Rosencrantz and Guildenstern ended up dead. Another might not realize that Laertes 
was gone when his father died and his sister collapsed. They might not know the 
meaning of the word “arras” or that Polonius was hiding behind one when Hamlet 
killed him. These confusions can be quickly resolved so that the more substantive 
discussion can begin.   

Once the students feel properly in possession of these plot details, the class can address 
the larger questions of character and motivation, which arise in the context of the 
discussion questions they wrote the night before. It is important to give students the 
leisure they need to puzzle over the text before discussing it, and assigning them the 
opportunity to gather their own questions in advance is a good practice. They find their 
questions evolving and becoming more refined over the course of the discussion while 
fresh questions arise. Having gathered these wonder questions together on the board, 
the teacher and class will select one to begin their discussion of the text. If chosen 
wisely, this question can lead the class forward into deeper territory, advancing the 
students’ comprehension and deepening their sensitivities. In cases of imaginative 
literature, such as this one, the goal is to direct the students to make contact with the 
concrete circumstances of the story and to recreate in their imaginations its action, 
movement and motivation. 

Arguments:  find them first, then evaluate 

The second pattern is particularly suitable for political, philosophical and theological 
arguments. In exercises of this kind, the students are directed to locate the thesis of an 
argument, the logical construction of the argument and the evidence offered by the 
interlocutor for that position. They will need to learn how to evaluate the construction 
of various arguments from premises to conclusions and how to evaluate and test those 
conclusions both for internal coherence and empirical application. For instance, the 
Mytilenean Debate from Thucydides’ Peloponnesian War provides an ideal opportunity 
to train students in the art of unpacking slippery arguments. In cases such as this, the 
board proves invaluable for keeping track of the debate. The teacher can construct two 
columns on the board, one for Cleon and the other for Diodotus, employing bullet 
points or some other device to key each column to the other, corresponding column. In 
this way, the students can outline Cleon and Diodotus’ respective arguments on the 
board, and they can begin to see how the two address each other and what sort of 
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premises both arguments assume. By the close of this 
exercise, the students will be in a better position to 
compare and contrast the two with precision. They will 
come to recognize that while Cleon and Diodotus make 
different arguments toward different policy conclusions, 
and while they differ stylistically—Cleon’s speech is 
violent and brutish while Diodotus’ is milder and 
seemingly gentler—both speeches operate pretty much 
on the same vision of human nature and the same view 
of public policy: the brutal application of force or the 
suspension of force in the calculated interests of the self, 
the self here identified as the Athenian Empire. Once the 
distracting rhetorical differences have been stripped 
away, the arguments can be subjected to the clarifying 
glare of analysis. The students could hardly have a 
better illustration of the manipulation in speech of the 
demos Plato so aptly describes in his dialogue the 
Gorgias.   

While there is inherent worth in this exercise, and critically important intellectual skills 
are acquired by unpacking complicated arguments, if the conversation were to end at 
this juncture, the exercise would be improperly truncated. What the students need and 
crave is an opportunity to evaluate the arguments for their relative strengths and 
weaknesses and ultimately their veracity. It is not adequate to lead them through this 
exercise unless they are finally going to have the essential task of evaluation put before 
them. No doubt, the first step is the sensitive comprehension of the arguments, but the 
last step is equally essential: What questions has the text raised in your own thinking? 
Do you think the text’s argument holds water? Why or why not? How does this claim 
compare to your own observable and historical experience of the world and with the 
experience of others you have known and read? Addressing these questions as a class 
presupposes a rigorous reflection on the part of the teacher so that the students can be 
led well in this critical exercise. Unless we want our students to uncritically acquire the 
skills of the sophist and the intellectual and moral skeptic, we had better think deeply 
and rigorously on these issues ourselves before conducting a session on the speeches of 
Cleon and Diodotus. 
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Two-by-two 

The third pattern for a seminar discussion is especially effective when covering short 
stories or individual chapters from a piece of imaginative literature. This involves 
paging through the story slowly and carefully to allow the students the leisure and 
freedom to assemble the concrete physical and psychological inventory of the piece in a 
deliberate fashion without having to form a larger, global perspective on the entire 
piece. In addition, this exercise is generally more palatable for the quieter students 
because they do not need to defend what they see; they only have to share what they 
have seen.   

When executing this pattern, it is typical that the students will be viewing one or two 
pages at a time while they are invited to remark on their experiences with special 
attention given to sensory perceptions. They might see a recurring color or repeated 
word. They might leap ahead deeper into the text having suddenly realized a 
connection with a later image or idea, and they should be encouraged to wait until that 
moment fully unfolds to capture its greater meaning. The beauty of this exercise is that 
the students are working together, building a shared experience of the text. They are 
seeing it through the eyes of their colleagues, and they are seeing afresh what they had 
missed on their own. The recreative act is communal, and their imaginations are fully 
engaged.   

Skirmishes will break out periodically over how to see or stage a moment just as 
disagreements and rival interpretations of motivation arise. For instance, in Agee’s 
Death in the Family, Chapter 12, the question of whether Jay’s ghost has actually become 
present provokes a great deal of controversy as the students puzzle through the various 
perspectives and sensory experiences each character brings to the moment. It all begins 
with Aunt Hannah’s declaration of “Hark!” in the middle of the chapter. Like most of 
the characters involved, the students earnestly crave some indication that Jay is 
somehow still alive and present to them, even if only mysteriously. But then they begin 
to realize how sensorially flawed the witnesses are, from the profoundly deaf 
grandmother to the whiskey-addled brother to the grief stricken wife, who has also 
ingested a great deal of alcohol. None of the characters has slept for hours as they have 
kept vigil awaiting news of Jay’s condition and then mourned together into the early 
morning hours. Finally, some clever student will remember a noise heard outside the 
living room, referenced in a different chapter, and the strange and forced look of deep 
slumber on the young boy, Rufus, when the mother comes to bid farewell to what she 
believes is the spirit of her deceased husband, Jay. Was that sensation of consciousness 
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they felt only Rufus listening in on the adult conversation? These small sensory details 
accumulate across the chapter as the students respond to each, individual page. By the 
close of the discussion, the students are able to pull back from the individual dabs of 
paint to reflect on the larger canvas and what has happened to the characters and to the 
story itself. There has been a seismic shift in the lives of these individuals, finally made 
apparent to the young reader after an exercise of this sort. The emotional movement of 
the chapter shifts like the shadows of clouds on a high mountain, and it takes patience 
to follow its progress and definition. Why are these individuals so quick to agree that 
they have experienced some sort of apparition? Why is Joel so resistant but 
sympathetic? Who has the right perspective on this incident? Did Jay return? Why does 
Mary go upstairs to see her children, and what does Hannah see in her appearance 
when she returns? Something has happened to everyone. What is it?    

While this kind of pattern works particularly well in the case of imaginative literature, it 
can be applied to shorter sections of philosophical works as well. A discussion of 
Locke’s treatment of property in his Second Treatise of Government, Chapter 5, employing 
this method is an excellent opportunity to show the slow evolution of a natural law 
prohibition on excessive acquisition to the transcendence of that prohibition through the 
invention of currency. It is a useful pattern for drawing lines of argument and 
assembling questions which need to be addressed.   

Line by line 

The fourth seminar pattern is especially suitable for a chosen passage or paragraph 
from an argumentative piece, and it involves a careful line-by-line analysis of the text. 
This is an especially useful exercise if the passage, in some critical fashion, summarizes 
or targets the essence of the larger argument. For instance, a treatment of Rousseau’s 
Social Contract, Book I, Chapter III, “On the Right of the Strongest,” would begin with 
the teacher reading this short chapter aloud and asking the students to work through 
Rousseau’s argument against the Hobbesian claim that brute power is identical to 
justice and thus the sole premise for political order. This exercise is a close and taxing 
read of one of Rousseau’s central claims against Hobbes, and it represents well his 
unique and engaging rhetorical approach. The students will gain fresh access to his 
rhetoric when they hear the passage read aloud—his give and take, his implied 
interrogation of his reader, his ability to anticipate his silent interlocutor’s objections, his 
calculated and mocking humor, and his aporetic closing as he strives to drive a wedge 
between the concepts of force and justice. The teacher then solicits volunteers to lead the 
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class through each of the four brief paragraphs. As 
the student unpacks the meaning of the individual 
elements of the argument, the teacher probes the 
student for precision and clarification. This might 
involve the student puzzling through what word is 
modified by which phrase, or the function of a 
particular subordinating clause, or the proper 
meaning of an individual word. If the passage is 
particularly vexing, the teacher might even consult 
an alternative translation of the disputed word or 
phrase and offer that alternative to the student for 
further consideration. The remainder of the class is 
welcome to interject their own questions and 
answers during this exercise, and periodically the 
discussion will spill over into uncharted territory. 
When this happens, it is advisable that the teacher 
keep close track of the issues and questions the 

students are raising; a list could be put on the board for later conversation. Always, 
however, the teacher will bring the students back to this close, textual reading because 
the goal is to get a new kind of precision on the argument and to train the students in 
the habits of excellent reading. Once the text has been sufficiently parsed, the broader 
questions the teacher has put on the board should be addressed in a more sweeping and 
open discussion.  

This is a studious and scholarly exercise, and the students gain a great deal of 
intellectual rigor when they step up and subject themselves to this kind of public 
questioning and training. The environment is quite different from the Hamlet exercise 
detailed above; the room is marked by a quieter, rigorous and intense focus. Not every 
discussion can be marked by this tightly directed leadership, but it is important that the 
students have this kind of experience regularly. We are trying to teach them how to 
read, and part of that involves occasions of close, detailed parsing of the language.   

A variation on this exercise is suitable for a piece of imaginative literature as well, but it 
involves bringing the entire class into the discussion from the start. For instance, 
Dante’s Inferno, Canto V, introduces the reader to the testimony of the notorious lover, 
Francesca da Rimini. One excellent treatment of this canto is to read the text aloud for 
the students from beginning to end; then, as a class, pore over the text line by line, 
starting deeper into the canto at lines 74-75, where Dante the Pilgrim begs Virgil to 
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permit him “to speak a word with those two swept together so lightly on the wind and 
still so sad.” It is essential that the students read the text on their own first before 
coming to class because chances are high that the students will have been deceived in 
their own recreation of the text, much like the Pilgrim, by Francesca’s dreamy tale and 
seductive manner. Working through the text as a class, with a line by line treatment, has 
the effect of stripping bare Francesca’s embroidered, self-indulgent tale. For the 
students, what begins with an overwhelming sense of pity ends with a newly 
discovered wisdom and discernment about Francesca’s true story and about the 
deceptive nature of sin itself. Whether her deception is intentional or not (it is difficult 
to tell with the inhabitants of the Inferno), the reader’s experience of being deceived and 
then disabused of that deception is a central element in learning how to read the 
remainder of the Pilgrim’s journey through the Inferno. Dante the Pilgrim fails this first, 
true test of character by swooning at the close of the canto, overcome by pity and 
sorrow for Francesca and Paolo’s fate, and this experience is frequently mirrored in the 
students’ initial reception of her tale.   

Having completed a careful discussion of Francesca’s testimony, it is time to revisit the 
opening of Canto V. Both the students and the Pilgrim  were most certainly softened up 
for their encounter with Francesca by the overwhelming number of heralded lovers on 
display at the beginning of the canto. Both the Pilgrim and Virgil can name most of the 
thousands of lovers passing by in the 
whirlwind. But what they have all 
missed or forgotten is the opening of the 
canto where the Pilgrim encounters 
Minos, judge of the underworld, to 
whom these lovers first confessed their 
sin so that they could be directed to 
their new homes. Having discussed 
Francesca’s testimony, the students 
realize that these confessions now have 
the appearance of being freely offered, 
and the sinners look more like shoppers 
searching for the right floor than souls 
being dragged away against their will. The readers have also forgotten what they saw 
and heard in Canto III when the Pilgrim first beheld the Inferno proper. The sinners 
were “eager to cross” and “blasphemed God, their parents, their time on earth, the race 
of Adam, and the day and the hour and the place and the seed and the womb that gave 
them birth” (Canto III, line 71, lines 100-102). Francesca and Paolo were among those 
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sinners. The readers, the Pilgrim and maybe even Virgil should have taken more serious 
note of what looks like, in retrospect, the sober counsel from Minos to “watch where 
you go once you have entered here, and to whom you turn! Do not be misled by that 
wide and easy passage!” (Canto V, lines 18-20). This close textual treatment brings out 
all of the delicate details and clues to comprehending the encounter. Francesca looks 
increasingly like that somewhat worse for wear woman with her weeping, loser lover 
hanging around retelling the one great drama of her life on earth to justify herself to any 
willing victim foolish enough to stop and listen.  

This exercise is not as tightly constrained as the Rousseau discussion, largely because all 
of the students are immediately involved. But it is still rigorous and slow work. 
 

Competing essays   

The fifth kind of seminar discussion is based on two 
competing essays written by the students themselves. The 
teacher will select two opposing essays on a topic or text 
and distribute copies to the class in advance. On the day of 
the discussion, the students will assemble and debate the 
two essays in much the same way they would discuss any 
other text. The essay assignment would have to 
intrinsically solicit opposing but arguable positions. For 
instance, having read and 
discussed Locke’s Second 
Treatise of Government, the 
teacher could direct the 
students to examine the 

argument of the Laws from Plato’s Crito where the 
Laws argue that Socrates must stay and submit to the 
Athenian death sentence. The assignment could direct 
the students to employ Locke’s treatise in a written 
response to the Laws and Socrates: Make a Lockean 
argument, based on his Second Treatise, for whether 
Socrates should have escaped the manifest injustice 
perpetrated by the Athenian jury or should have 
remained and permitted his execution to go forward. 
These kinds of exercises are useful because they 
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encourage the students to base their arguments strictly on a close reading of a given 
text; they could not, for instance, argue what they personally felt on the matter. And the 
exercise works particularly well for this seminar discussion because a plausible 
argument could be made for either side. The students who wrote the essays will have 
an opportunity to defend their positions; more importantly, their classmates will have a 
chance to engage in a compelling argument for their own positions, making use of the 
essays as a springboard for the debate. 

The big picture 

The sixth and final pattern of a seminar discussion is particularly enjoyable and 
gratifying to the students because it is a grand gesture. It involves comparing and 
contrasting assessments of various authors on a variety of overlapping concerns and 
interests. For instance, having read and discussed Thucydides’ Peloponnesian War, 
Plato’s dialogues and Aristotle’s Ethics and Politics, Aquinas’ Treatise on Law, Hobbes’ 
Leviathan, Locke’s Second Treatise, the documents of the American Founders, Rousseau’s 
Social Contract, and Marx’s Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844, the students are 
in a uniquely informed position to compare and contrast these arguments with some 
measure of precision. Something this grand will take approximately three to four hours 
as long as preparation outside of class is afforded the students. The teacher could create 
a large grid with the names of these authors and texts running in a column down the 
side of the chart with the following series of questions running along the top of the grid: 
What concept of nature is at work? What is the origin of political order and from where 
does the law receive its authority? What is the purpose of law and order—Virtue? 
Peace? Power? Who ought to govern and who writes the constitution? What is the rule 
of law and the limits of its authority, if any? What is the method of enforcement? Does 
man have rights, and, if so, where do those rights originate, and are freedom and 
property among them? What is the relationship between the individual and the state?
What, if any, are the roles of religion and education? Is there a right to revolution, 
rebellion, disobedience, or dissent, and, if so, under what conditions? What is the chief 
threat to stability? Is there a power of prerogative?   

The beauty of this exercise is its visual character. The students can detect gaps in the 
chart, and while those lacunae are sometimes merely a function of having not read 
widely enough from a particular author, they can also be provocative of deeper 
reflection. For instance, that Plato, Aristotle, Aquinas and Rousseau have so much to say 
about virtue and vice in the context of politics, while Locke is virtually silent on the 
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matter, will provide for excellent discussion about the role of the political. That 
Rousseau characterizes virtue as something that descends from the lawgiver alone 
catches their attention, particularly when they notice that the lawgiver has no authentic 
relation to any normative or higher order. The distinctions between classical and 
modern accounts of human nature, the origins of political order and authority, the role 
of character development, and the scant attention paid to the language of human rights 
in the classical economy open up a rich body of thought for the students. More than 
anything, this exercise trains the students to make careful and precise comparisons and 
distinctions across a wide body of works, noting patterns of thought and breaches in 
continuities. This is largely why they find the exercise gratifying.   

Anytime a teacher finds a body of work addressing overlapping issues, this exercise is 
enjoyable and intellectually rigorous. However, not all students can engage in this kind 
of work because they cannot hold all of this material in their minds at the same time. 
Generally, it is an exercise better reserved for the older students. Finally, it is not 
applicable to imaginative literature. It is suitable for analytical works alone since we do 
not want to separate the students from the imaginative experience and put them at a 
critical remove as this exercise presupposes and demands.  

V  Common Mistakes that Spoil a Seminar 

Too much control 

Control may be the most perplexing problem teachers face. The tendency to control is a 
powerful instinct, especially among teachers. Good teachers seem to come by this 
naturally; it’s probably how they got into the business in the first place. They can 
command a larger audience and move them from point A to point B with some measure 
of clarity, efficiency, authority and good order, and that ability should not be 
underestimated or undervalued. We have all seen what an unruly classroom looks like, 
and it is not an environment for learning. The ability to command youthful audiences 
does not seem to be a teachable skill. Excellent teachers tend to share some kind of natal 
charisma that invites the respect and admiration of their students, and students are 
more likely to learn at the feet of teachers they admire and respect. We are not speaking 
here of a shallow or hollow popularity; rather, we are speaking here of a weighty, 
substantive character that the students wish to emulate. The capacity to lead descends 
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more from the teacher’s personal character and demeanor than from rules and 
regulations. The best teachers generally introduce a bare minimum of rules, if any; they 
establish their authority and order in the classroom through a force of personality. The 
students want to follow this leader. When it comes to the classroom, governance by man 
is always superior to governance by rules; we are working with human beings, and we 
should strive to be attentive to the individual. This is the reason that, historically, 
teaching was conducted by masters working with individual disciples; it is in many 
ways the optimal method for training a mind in the habits of thought. Having said this, 
there is a special joy and a particular set of skills earned in learning in the company of 
one’s peers in a seminar discussion. But a seminar is potentially just about as 
uncontrollable a teaching environment imaginable. Probably the greatest predicament 
of leading seminars is determining the proper balance between authority and freedom. 

One way some seminar teachers will dodge the problem entirely is by talking too much. 
After all, as long as they are talking, they can at least feign being in control. They will 
give too many contextualizing lectures where they can exhibit their mastery of the 
material and by which they preempt any real discussion and deflect possible pesky 
opposition. They will offer too many points of obscure, and sometimes ultimately 
irrelevant, scholarly interest to establish their authority and expertise. They respond to 
every remark every student makes, habituating the students to speak exclusively to the 
teacher rather than to their colleagues. They fear the seemingly gigantic pauses that 
sometimes open up in these conversations, so they fill them instead of patiently waiting 
for the students to catch up; they do this because they recognize that too many of these 
pauses beget tedium and lethargy among the students. Lethargy breeds frustration in 
the teacher and disdain in the students. Eventually, the teacher will begin to ask arid, 
leading questions that prompt the students to the guessing game: Guess what I think the 
answer is, and I’m not going to tell you.  

Another way the teacher exerts control is by constantly and rigidly correcting irritating 
behavior. The student who doodles, rocks his chair or stares out the window can 
become an object of frustration and a distraction for the teacher. While it is necessary to 
achieve some modicum of good order in the classroom, the key is to only correct 
behavior that distracts from the discussion itself. All of the little tics and strange 
mannerisms students exhibit should be ignored as much as possible. At the same time, 
it is our responsibility to privately guide our students to better participation habits. For 
instance, if a student habitually speaks in a reticent, timorous manner, virtually assuring 
the interruption or dismissal of his classmates, the teacher can coach the student to lean 
in close to the table, shoulders forward, feet planted on the ground, with an engaged 
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posture. The class is more apt to seriously entertain the ideas of someone who looks 
more assured and confident. The appearance of disengagement is sometimes an 
affectation adopted by young students as a defense mechanism, especially when the 
conversation touches on matters of great personal importance. Ordinarily, this pretense 
will fade as students mature and gain confidence in their expression. In the meantime, 
we should be careful to offer our corrections in private whenever possible and not be 
overwhelmed by the odd little mannerisms on display.   

One way we can keep the room alive and free of misbehavior is to physically go on the 
move in the classroom. If the day is overcast or the students are taking too many exams 
in their other classes and the seminar is flagging as a result, getting up and physically 
moving can mysteriously inject energy into the room. Changing course to wrangle the 
problem from a different angle will sometimes pull flagging students back into the 
discussion. Nothing chills conversation like too much correction and too many boring 
lapses. The balance between patiently waiting for the students’ thinking to catch up and 
changing gears in a new direction is difficult to master. It takes sensitivity, attentiveness, 
and time to master the skill. Most new seminar teachers are shocked by how difficult it 
can initially be to understand exactly what a student is saying. The ability to listen to 
and comprehend the students takes time, patience and generosity. 

One final remark: While a teacher needs to anticipate the trajectory of the discussion in 
advance and prepare accordingly, not every twist and turn of a discussion can be 
foreseen. This is the special joy of a seminar and the source of much anxiety among new 
seminar leaders. Devising a set of provocative questions is a good idea, but what 
happens when the students devour them quickly in a perfunctory fashion? Once they 
have gobbled up the prepared questions, the teacher will be at sea and the conversation 
will drift into meandering, imprecise chatter. Discussions have a life of their own, and 
the more individuals in the room, the more likely it is that the conversation will move in 
unpredictable directions. The skillful teacher needs to be intellectually alive, energetic 
and opportunistic. When the students move the conversation into unexpected territory, 
and the issues arising are potentially fruitful, the teacher needs to guide that 
conversation and move in the fresh direction suggested by the students’ questions and 
remarks. At the same time, permitting the conversation to bounce aimlessly like a ping-
pong ball is not conducive to learning. Listening carefully and discerning the students’ 
pattern of thought in real time is a difficult skill to acquire, but it must be the aim of the 
seminar leader so that the discussion can be directed where the thought leads.   

© 2017 Cana Academy® 26



Prescribing consensus 

At the close of a discussion, it is useful to summarize what has happened in the past 
two hours. The teacher could gather together the major threads of the discussion and 
put them on the board, locating the most prominent and powerful alternative 
arguments and detailing the logical consequences of each position. However, it is 
important not to communicate that the individual discussants need to adopt one of 
these positions. We are not attempting to reach a consensus. In a sometimes frustrated 
effort to seek understanding, students will sometimes say, But we already agreed on this or 
We already settled that or I think what we are saying is. This is an understandable mistake, 
but we should discourage that kind of thinking in these discussions. The students may 
very well never reach a consensus on these difficult texts and the issues raised, and that 
is alright. 

Laptops and cell phones 

Digital devices tend to interrupt the course of a discussion and act as impediments to 
thoughtful, rigorous inquiry. Their presence inhibits free discussion habits. Students are 

tempted to fact-check each other with 
quick access to their search engines, and 
they tend to get distracted by reading 
s e c o n d a r y l i t e r a t u re d u r i n g t h e 
discussion. They are also tempted to play 
with their social media sites and cruise 
online rather than give their full attention 
to the discussion. Finally, these devices 
tend to impose a physical barrier between 
the participants, which is inconducive to 
free and open debate. For these reasons, 

cell phones should be silenced, and tablets and laptops should be closed and put aside 
for the duration of the seminar. The table should be free of all of this clutter and 
interference and reserved for a hard copy of the text, writing implements and perhaps 
refreshments.  
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Turning a deaf ear to poor speech patterns 

We should be dedicated to eradicating the improper use of language in our discussions. 
Speech affects thought, and sloppy speech produces sloppy thinking. Learning how to 
correct students without wounding them or inhibiting the discussion is something of an 
art. The persistent improper use of the word “like” is incredibly problematic for 
coherent thought. If the students are permitted to employ this crutch, the discussion 
rapidly becomes incomprehensible. The participants cannot tell whether the analogies 
are real, intended as examples of something or just nervous, verbal tics. Some students 
have become so habituated to its use, their ability to express thought has almost 
completely eroded with the constant interruption of its use. This is the kind of problem 
that should be addressed in public as a class. We have had our greatest success 
eliminating this problem by talking about it candidly as a class and leading the students 
to make personal commitments to self correct. If this kind of training is begun at an 
early age, the students do adopt measures to modify their own speech. The same goes 
for the other distracting but popular speech patterns: beginning sentences with the 
word “so” or “well” or “you know”; filling gaps with “um” or “I mean”; and ending 
every declarative clause with a question mark (uptalking). But the improper use of 
“like” is probably the most tenacious of them all and the most difficult to uproot.   

These corrections should always be delivered with kindness and a sense of humor. A 
good and kind sense of humor (as opposed to sarcasm) is one of the teacher’s best allies; 
it assures the students of our genuine affection for them, and it eases the class forward, 
leavening the discussion when necessary. It produces and encourages togetherness in 
our search for the truth and makes that search more joyous. When we correct our 
students, we should remember how hard it is to be corrected and then do so gently with 
a light touch. Furthermore, we should not allow these tics to get under our skin or to 
undermine the conversation. There is a time and a place for corrections, and the wise 
teacher practices good judgment in these matters.  

Finally, teachers cannot expect their students to eradicate these poor speech patterns if 
they themselves are not willing to tame their own speech. They should model for their 
students how to speak in complete, grammatically correct sentences. 
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Going down the rabbit hole 

This is one of the most common errors for new seminar 
teachers. One student might say, This reminds me of this 
movie I was watching the other day. Before the teacher 
knows what has happened, the whole class has 
scampered away completely off text into an asinine and 
often heated debate about a film, which may or may not 
have anything to do with the topic at hand and which 
may or may not have been viewed by everyone in the 
room. Sometimes students do this because they have not 
studied the text and they would like to distract from 
that fact, but most of the time their intentions are pure. 
They are making connections in their own thought. 
However, this kind of conversation is a huge distraction 
from the work at hand, and the teacher should gently, 
but decisively, put an end to it. Teachers who refuse to 
step in lose their students’ respect, and the rigor of the discussion simply drains off. The 
same kind of result occurs when students are permitted to express totally unsupported 
opinions, individually filibustering one after the other without actually arguing with 
each other on the same point. This is unproductive discussion, and the teacher should 
train the students out of this tendency.  

Raising hands 
 
This one is simple. Do not have students raise their hands. This is an adult conversation, 
and a large part of learning how to converse is learning the give and take and ebb and 
flow of discussions. Raising hands habituates the students to address their comments 
exclusively to the teacher and undermines everything we are trying to teach them about 
participating in an animated and important exchange. Having students queue up has 
the same effect.     

Using the same tool every time 

The teacher is responsible for helping the students comprehend the kind of text they are 
studying and the appropriate method to approach it. One cannot expect systematic 
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rigor from a text that was written as a letter. Augustine’s letters to monastic 
communities or Luther’s commentaries cannot be approached in the same fashion as 
Aquinas’ Summa Theologica. Dante’s grand poem The Divine Comedy makes different 
demands on the reader than Alice Munro’s short stories. Descartes’ philosophical 
investigation of epistemology in his Meditations requires a different set of tools than 
Aristotle’s Metaphysics. Despite their philosophical concerns, Plato’s dialogues share 
more in common with the ancient Greek dramas than with Aristotle’s lectures on ethics. 
Teaching students to pick up and utilize the proper tool for reading a text is an essential 
skill. They grow agitated and frustrated when they are not properly led on this point. 
They should be carefully guided to notice differences in genre and to approach texts 
with the right tools so that they can acquire the needed sensitivity that difficult texts 
require. There are important philosophical reasons Montaigne wrote his essays in the 
first person, and the students should be gently led to notice them. Reading Ivan’s poem 
“The Grand Inquisitor” isolated from its context within the larger story of The Brothers 
Karamazov reduces that chapter to a freestanding, philosophical argument rather than a 
step in Ivan’s sorrowful, lonely journey towards a spiritual and physical crisis that 
culminates in his almost complete mental collapse. It is a mistake to read that chapter as 
a philosophical text even though it raises some serious philosophical issues.   

This leads us to our last point on this matter: Imaginative literature must be treated with 
an entirely different set of tools than philosophical and theological texts. (To read more 
on this matter, please consult our guide, Teaching Fiction from the Inside Out.) 

Reducing the seminar discussion to one-on-one contact 

One of the most important skills students can gain in these discussions is learning how 
to engage each other, not just the teacher, in a lengthy and substantive exchange. It is 
imperative that the students be consistently redirected to address one another in these 
conversations. Cultivating the habits of a sustained and rigorous exchange is the skill 
they will take into the future. If the students resist this habituation, it may be the case 
that the teacher has been lecturing too much or has been too directive and controlling of 
the conversation. Running a seminar is a bit of an art. While the discussion should not 
be allowed to drift aimlessly, it also must occur in an environment where free inquiry is 
permitted.   
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Choosing inappropriate reading material 

Teachers are often tempted to devise reading lists for their students that indulge their 
own personal tastes at the expense of the students’ intellectual capacity and 
psychological maturity. If we hope to lead the students to independent inquiry and 
muscular reading habits, we need to choose literature that is suitable both in language 
and in content for the age group. We have to adjust our expectations to their intellectual 
skill and stamina, recognizing there is a proper time and place for particular texts. The 
texts we choose should be substantive in content and raise discussion-worthy questions; 
they must matter. The latter is a tricky point of contention. Some texts should matter to 
students, but for one disappointing reason or another our efforts to force the issue fail. If 
a text is not working, we should not stubbornly persist in using it. On the other hand, 
we are making every effort to raise important and adult issues for our students, and 
sometimes we simply have to work harder at making the text come alive and at evoking 
wonder. In any case, we want students to engage the text in an independent fashion, 
free of an enslaving agenda, and for this reason, the texts we choose have to possess 
enough substance to permit a variety of approaches. Finally, they must raise arguable 
issues.   

Slowing down the conversation to accommodate the slower students  

This is an understandable instinct on the part of teachers who never want to leave a 
student behind. It is, however, a sentiment that will ruin a seminar discussion. The 
sharper students will grow bored and disengaged when it is precisely their 
contributions that raise the level of intensity and rigor in the room. They are the natural 
and rightful leaders of the discussion. Shutting them down to accommodate slower 
students inadvertently elevates the slower students to a position of leadership, a role 
they cannot possibly fulfill. The discussion will drift aimlessly and lethargically if we 
aim to control its pace in this fashion. Permitting the sharper students to raise the level 
of inquiry gathers the slower students behind in their wake. We may need to invest 
more time privately training students who struggle to keep up with the material.  

Nevertheless, it is important to ensure that students not filibuster. Some students are, by 
disposition, more verbal than others. Again, when we seek to train them to somewhat 
curb their remarks to make room for others, we should be careful not to close them 
down. They can be led to recognize how much more enjoyable and illuminating the 
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discussion is when more members are involved, and they will come to value listening as 
an important part of their participation.   

Asking vague questions 

It is generally not a good idea to walk into a discussion and ask these questions: So, what 
did you think of the reading last night? or Where do you want to start? This looks sloppy to 
the students and fails to quicken curiosity. It communicates, rightly or wrongly, that we 
have not prepared for this discussion. This is a poor way to begin what ideally should 
be a rigorous investigation of the text. Regrettably, it signals to the student who did not 
do the reading that it is permissible to go off topic and off text.  

“Ray Carver was an alcoholic and Rousseau abandoned his children” 

Young students have difficulty separating the man from the work, and if the man has 
led anything less than an exemplary life, the work will likely be dismissed with 
prejudice. Teachers unintentionally encourage this tendency when they introduce 
biographies to the students. We should be cautious for this reason not to injure the 
students’ ability to read a text sympathetically with sensitivity. Even if we personally 
and strongly disagree with the argument of a text, we should model for the students 
how to take an argument seriously before its rejection. Ad hominems are not serious 
grounds for rejecting an argument. Resting an evaluation of a text on the character of its 
author pretty much ensures the students will never learn at the feet of some of our 
culture’s greatest writers. As Ben Jonson wrote in reference to Shakespeare, “Reader 
looke / not on his Picture, but his Booke.” 

Partisan politics 

Younger students can fall into the trap of partisanship even when they do not intend to 
do so. For instance, a discussion on Locke’s Second Treatise could easily founder if the 
students resort to their political proclivities. One student might say, Locke has to be right 
because he was the inspiration for the American Founders. Another might say, Locke is 
obviously wrong because he hates the poor. Both positions are clumsy and incompetent 
readings of the text. Generally, we can free students from these bungled attempts by 
gently redirecting them to the text.    
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VI    A Final Word on the Leader’s         
Character 

Leading seminar discussions is complicated, more complicated than giving an excellent 
lecture or a tutorial because the directions seminars take cannot be completely foreseen 
or controlled. It takes years of practice, and probably many failures, to learn how to 
conduct one. But if they are led with energy and a joyful spirit, students stand to learn a 
great deal, and the learning is so active they are liable never to forget what they worked 
so hard to gain. Their knowledge will be the fruit of their own encounters with the 
material.   

Finally, for the seminars to achieve the ultimate goal of producing reflective, critical, 
and sensitive young minds, the leaders must be thoughtful, engaged individuals 
themselves. They must work to limit their indulgence in cheap culture, concentrating 
rather on the deeper expressions of human thought and artifice. They should be 
attending concerts, museums, fine films and dramas; they should be reading widely 
and as large a body of work they can manage, and that reading should include works of 
philosophy, fiction, history, economics, biography, theology, poetry, science, art 
criticism, literary criticism and any text that will deepen their comprehension of the 
world. They need to be that center of gravity in the classroom, that weighty individual, 
and that requires a various palate and a sophisticated understanding of the world. Only 
that kind of individual can lead students to drink deeply from the well.  
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