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What is seminar?

Seminar is a space for focused discussion on a program “text”—whether a piece of writing, an image or film, or a common experience.  Its purpose is for a group to work collaboratively toward a better understanding of that text than any individual perspective can provide.  That is, seminar is not only a place to display our own learning and consider the learning of others, but also a place to create new learning through discussion.  This means that if a seminar group has substantive, constructive, focused discussions, then each individual in the group will learn more of the program material and understand it more deeply than if the seminar group gets involved in recurrent debates between the same few individuals or if the group just shoots the breeze.  In order to create the best conditions for learning in seminar, we must all be prepared for class, take active responsibility for participation, and recognize and cultivate optimum group dynamics. 

A) Purpose and Philosophy

1. Sharing and exploring ideas on a focused topic

2. Shared responsibility

3. Collaborative discussion to create new learning

B) Preparation (see additional handout “Preparing for Seminar”)

1. Actively read all assigned materials

2. Formulate questions, comments, insights about class content

C) Tools for Seminar

1. ½ page written questions/comments prepared in advanced

2. Texts and notes

3. Notepad and pen

4. Your mind

D) Active Participation and Process

1. Active listening

2. Active questioning/engagement of program materials

3. Attention to group process and group dynamics

E) Task and Maintenance Roles  


See list at right.
F) Seminar Pitfalls and Solutions

1. Differences in discussion style; be open to a range of ways people might communicate their thoughts and feelings.

2. Avoid singling out individuals as spokespersons for an entire group, community, culture, religion, race, class, gender, etc.

3. Be sensitive to humor; some humor can create a comfortable atmosphere and group bonds, while humor not shared by the group can create exclusions and hurt.

4. Avoid dominating discussion with one’s own agenda; seek a balance between speaking and listening.

5. Read and prepare; a seminar has nothing to do if people have not read the material.

Task Roles


Maintenance Roles

1. Initiating: Proposing tasks, goals, ideas or concepts; defining a group problem; suggesting a procedure or idea for solving a problem.


1. Encouraging: Being friendly, warm, and responsive to others and their contributions; regarding others by giving them an opportunity for recognition.



2. Information or Opinion Seeking: requesting facts; seeking relevant information; asking for suggestions and ideas.


2. Empathizing: Sensing the feelings, mood, or relationships within the group; sharing own feelings.



3. Information or Opinion Giving: offering facts; seeking relevant information; giving or suggesting ideas; stating a belief.


3. Gate-Keeping: Attempting to keep communication channels open; facilitating the participation of others; refocusing discussion on the topic, question, or task.



4. Clarifying or Elaborating: Interpreting or reflecting ideas and suggestions; clearing up confusions; indicating alternatives and issues before the group; giving examples.


4. Setting Standards: Expressing standards for the group to achieve; applying standards in evaluating group processing.

5. Summarizing: Pulling together related ideas; restating ideas after the group has discussed them.




