Seminar Facilitation Handout

MIT Winter 2003

"Teaching Against the Grain: Resisting the Culture of Schooling"

This quarter you will work on developing your understanding of who your future students are and what their needs are as learners.  You will also begin examining what the applied implications of knowing where the students are cognitively, developmentally and socially are for your daily teaching choices.  With these questions in mind, you will have some opportunities to work as a teacher with a learning group.

One of those opportunities will involve co-facilitating seminar discussions.  As facilitators, your task will be to help invite and guide your peers into a meaty discussion about the text.  You are responsible for four things:

(i) Identify a discussion goal for the seminar:
 

· What kind of discussion would you like the seminar to have?  Answering this questions doesn't necessarily mean that you decide what specifically the seminar will discuss (though it can), but rather how you would like the seminar to discuss.  For example: Would you like the seminar to be anchored in the text?  Would you like the seminar discussion to be a focused analytical discussion of some question?  Would you like the seminar to examine the relevance of the reading to the teaching field?  

(ii) Identify a process goal for the seminar.  

· Consider the list of seminar functions and roles in last quarter's "Seminar Reflection on Seminar Process" handout.  Are there any skills that you'd like the seminar to practice?

· Notice some of the patterns of conversations that seem to be occurring in class.  Are there any new patterns you'd like to try out?  (e.g. if only women are talking find a way to invite the men to talk; if a few people seem to always be the ones to take the lead in the conversation, find a way to change that dynamic; if people seem to interrupt each other a lot, think of a way to signal that in the conversations).  The trick is to find ways for the seminar to become curious about and willing to experiment with its dynamics, without making the people in it feel bad for their behavior. Remember, we are all students in this process.

(iii) Bring to the class a plan for starting and maintaining the conversation that takes the above goals into account.

(iv) Write up a summary of your plan that: 

· articulates both the goals that you have for seminar;

· articulates the rationale behind the goals;

· identifies your plan for how to meet those goals; and 

· assesses how your plan worked.

Hand your plan and assessment in to your seminar leader by the Saturday after the seminar you facilitated.  (You might consider posting your plan on web crossing as a resource for your peers.  By the end of the quarter we will then have collectively built up a useful set of discussion facilitation tools that we can take wherever we go.  Cool, huh.)

Some strategies for engaging seminar discussions:

I've posted to two handouts our web-crossing site that might be very useful resources for thinking about how to structure seminar.   There are probably plenty more strategies out there.  Feel free to be as creative and as inventive as you like, as long as the intent you work with is to have you and your peers involved in a thoughtful conversation about some element of the text. 









