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The Standard Tasks of a Seminar

(Inspired by Dr. Susie Strasser, former Evergreen faculty)

1. Read the book and prepare your thoughts, before the seminar.

2. Remember, reading a book is like having an intense conversation about some topic with an author who has thought a great deal about it.  At the beginning, you may not know as much as the author, but your reading-conversation is a way you start to know what the author thinks.  Along the way, you start to know what you think.

3. Understand from the start that the reason the author wrote the book was that s/he had some idea s/he wanted to transmit to you.  Your first obligation as a reader is to give the author a fair chance to make her/his point and to understand it.

4. Understanding may or may not mean agreement.  No one ever said you had to agree with the author, but you won’t learn anything if you don’t try to understand the book on the author’s terms.  (You’ll find faculty do not always agree with authors assigned.)

5. First steps in reading:

5. Look at the title.  What main idea does it convey?

5. What’s the author’s name?  Who is this person?  Still alive?  Where does s/he live?  Work?  What do you know about their background?  Education?  Personal experiences?

5. Look at the table of contents.  Do the chapter titles convey ideas?

5. Look at the preface.  Can you figure out why the author wrote this book?

5. Look at the acknowledgments.  Do you recognize any names?  Does this section tell you anything about the author’s ideas or viewpoints?

5. Look at the index.  Scan down and see if you spot what look like major ideas.  (Remember, authors prepare indexes to help you find the ideas they think are most important.)

5. Who published the book?  An academic press?  A trade press?  Does it make a difference?  Do you know any other books published by this outfit?  Does it tell you anything about the ideas in the book?  (Remember, publishers tend to produce things they know how to sell, so sometimes a publisher’s list will have similar books and might give you a clue about the publisher’s and author’s biases.)

5. Think about PAM (Purpose, Audience, Message).  What do you suppose PAM is for the author?  (And no, it’s not just to torture innocent undergraduates, even though you may think that’s what’s afoot.)

6. Second steps in reading:

6. Read a chapter.  Stop.  Can you reduce the main idea of the chapter to one sentence?  Try.  Write it down.  (Authors know they have a chapter when they themselves can put the chapter’s main idea in one sentence.)

6. Did you understand the meaning of words and concepts, or were they unfamiliar and maybe a bit alien?  Make a note of words, concepts, and ideas you don’t understand; these make great inputs for seminar.

6. What are secondary or supporting ideas in the chapter, expressed in one sentence?

6. Do the same for the other chapters.

6. Now, what do you think the main idea of the book is?  Express it as one sentence.  (Remember, an author knows they have a book when they can phrase its idea in one sentence, and each chapter has a secondary idea supporting the main idea.)

6. Now that you’ve finished the book, what do you think PAM is?  Did PAM change from your first idea?  Write your thoughts down.

7. Third steps in reading:

7. Do you find the author’s ideas compelling?

7. Does the author use evidence and logic in outlining her/his ideas?

7. Can you think of other authors who agree with this author?

7. How about other authors that disagree?

7. What do you think?  Do you agree with the author?  Completely?  Partially?  Not at all?  Why?

8. Preparing for seminar

8. Remember that the first rule of seminar is etiquette: this does not mean you have to agree with other members of the seminar.  It does mean you need to work to understand the viewpoints of others and to explain your own viewpoints.

8. Prepare to have fun!  Seminar should not be scary, and etiquette is essential!

8. The first part of seminar is descriptive.  Work in small groups or in the seminar as a whole to make sure you have a sense of the first and second steps in reading.  Easily 3/4 of the seminar can be taken up with descriptive work.  You’ll find that other people don’t describe the work the same way you did.  Have a conversation with other members of the seminar, and be prepared to say what you think the book is about (not whether you agree with it or not at this stage).  Work to understand the viewpoints of other members of the seminar who describe the book differently.  Explain your own views.

8. The last part of the seminar is analytical.  Work in small groups or in the seminar as a whole to discuss the third step in reading.  Does the author carry the day?  Or not?  Is the seminar itself divided about whether the author is convincing?  Work to understand the viewpoints of members of the seminar who draw different conclusions than you do.  Explain your own views.

9. Seminar Summary: The last 5-10 minutes we will try to consolidate the results of the discussion.  It’s not a time to get everybody to agree (unless they do).  Instead, it’s a time to summarize the variety of viewpoints.  You should leave the seminar with written notes about the description and analysis of the book, especially those points in which you differed from other members of the seminar.
