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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. 
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Some of the images used in this guide, in order of appearance: 

“St. Mike’s Students at First Year Seminar,” photograph uploaded to WikiCommons by 
user MikeDKnight, September 25, 2007. Used under https://creativecommons.org/
licenses/by-sa/3.0/deed.en.  

Title page of a copy of William Shakespeare’s First Folio, printed by Edward Blount 
and Isaac Jaggard in 1623. 

Click here to purchase the full guide A Lively Kind of Learning: Mastering the Seminar Method on 
our website. 
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