Historical Learning Activity: Socratic
Seminar / Harkness Discussion

Below is a comprehensive, ready-to-teach Historical Learning Activity designed for Socratic
Seminars / Harkness Discussions. It works with any primary source, turning point,
movement, belief system, or conflict, and is tailored to your cross-disciplinary, group-based,
performance-driven teaching style.

Focus: Causes * Consequences * Perspectives ¢ Ethical Dilemmas
Works With: Any historical document, event, movement, belief system, or conflict.

I. Purpose of the Activity

This group-based seminar helps students engage in:

o Historical reasoning (causation, continuity/change, comparison)
e Close reading of primary sources

o Perspective-taking and argumentation

o Ethical analysis & civic reasoning

e Collaborative discussion leadership (Harkness model)

Students—not the teacher—Ilead the dialogue while using evidence to support claims.

I1. Materials Needed

e The chosen primary/secondary text
(ex. “Letter from Birmingham Jail,” the Treaty of Versailles excerpts, Hammurabi’s
Code, speeches from Pericles, Ashoka edicts, Constitution excerpts, etc.)

e Seminar placemats (roles, norms, talk tracker)

e Discussion question cards (provided below)

e Group prep sheets

e Observation rubric or Harkness table map (optional)

II1. Group Structure



Students work in small groups of 4—6, each assigned rotating seminar responsibilities:

Group Roles

1. Context Historian

Provides background: who, when, where, why it matters.
2. Cause Analyst

Identifies short-term and long-term causes.
3. Consequence Tracker

Explores short- and long-term results, intended/unintended effects.
4. Perspective Curator

Brings in voices from different groups: elites, marginalized groups, outsiders, opponents.
5. Ethics Examiner

Raises moral questions, dilemmas, and alternative choices.
6. Evidence Keeper

Ensures claims reference specific lines, data, or examples.

If groups are smaller, students may combine roles.

IV. Pre-Seminar Group Preparation (15-20
minutes)

Each group completes a Socratic Seminar Prep Sheet:

1. Causes

e What conditions/events led to this moment?
e Which causes seem most significant? Least? Why?

2. Consequences

o What immediate results followed?
e What long-term impact can we trace?

3. Perspectives
e Whose voices are present?
e Whose voices are missing or silenced?

e How might different groups interpret this document/event?

4. Ethical Dilemmas



o What moral questions does this raise?
e What alternative choices could actors have made?
e Was a particular action justified?

5. Evidence
e Pull 3-5 direct quotations or facts to use in the discussion.

Groups bring these into the seminar circle.

V. The Seminar Circle

Discussion Norms

Speak to each other, not the teacher.

Use evidence frequently.

Build on, extend, or respectfully challenge classmates’ points.
Ask open-ended questions.

Avoid dominating; allow room for quieter voices.

Stay rooted in historical thinking, not opinion-only responses.

V1. Opening Questions (Choose 1-2)

These establish common ground:
“What is the central argument or message of this text/event?”

e “Which parts of the document/event are most striking or confusing?”’
e “How do the authors/participants want the audience to react?”

VII. Core Discussion Questions (Student-
Led)

A. Causes

e What conditions or conflicts produced this moment?



e Which cause had the greatest influence—and why?
e How did ideology, economics, culture, or geography shape the cause?

B. Consequences

e How did this event/text reshape everyday life?
o What long-term effects continue today?
e What did different groups gain or lose?

C. Perspectives

e Which groups supported, opposed, or resisted?

o How does the author’s position (status, region, class, religion, gender) shape their
message?

o What voices do we not hear—and how might those missing voices rewrite the story?

D. Ethical Dilemmas

o What moral questions arise?

e Did actors have alternatives?

o Should leaders prioritize justice, stability, freedom, safety—or something else?
e How should historians evaluate actions through modern ethical frameworks?

VIII. Harkness Discussion Moves (Teach
Students These!)

Students practice evidence-based dialogue moves:

o Agree & Extend: “I agree with  because . I’d add that...”

o Challenge: “I see your point, but the evidence in paragraph  shows...”

e Clarify: “Can you explain what you mean by...?”

e Connect: “This relates to our previous unit on...”

e Reframe: “What if we look at this through the viewpoint of...?”

o Synthesize: “Combining what everyone has said, the bigger idea seems to be...”

IX. Mid-Discussion Mini-Task (5 minutes)

Pause and ask groups to:



o Identify one emerging theme,
e One missing perspective,
e One claim that needs more evidence.

Then resume discussion with those insights.

X. Closing Round (Choose 1 prompt)

Reflection Questions
e “How has your understanding of this event/text changed?”
e “Which perspectives most influenced your thinking?”

e “What ethical questions are still unresolved?”
e “Which cause or consequence matters most for today?”

Writing Exit Ticket
Students write:
e One claim

e One piece of evidence
e One question they still have

XI. Extension Options

v Fishbowl discussion: half discuss, half observe with evidence trackers
v Student-created primary source responding to the dilemma

v Mini-museum exhibit of causes & consequences

v Perspectives debate using historical personas

v Timeline reconstruction with moral decision points

XII. Assessment Options

Group Rubric (adaptable)

o Historical accuracy & use of evidence (30%)



e Quality of questions and analysis (25%)

o Engagement & collaboration (20%)

o Perspective-taking & ethical reasoning (15%)
e Clarity & communication (10%)

Ready-to-Use Full-Class Prompt

“Using the primary source or turning point provided, conduct a student-led Socratic
Seminar analyzing the causes, consequences, perspectives, and ethical dilemmas. Support
every claim with evidence and respond to your peers with genuine inquiry, disagreement,
extension, or synthesis. Strive for balanced participation and historical depth.”



