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Preparing for Seminar

Active reading and formulating questions, comments, and insights about program content are the keys to preparing for seminar.  

Active reading consists of gaining an understanding of the book not only at the literal level, but also of entering into dialogue with the author’s ideas.  The main questions you should ask are:  

1) What is the book about?

2) What is being said and how? 

3) Is the book accurate and/or convincing, in whole or in part? Why?  and 

4)   What is the significance of what the book is saying? (i.e., So what?)

In order to ask those questions, you may work through several levels of reading:

Inspectional reading: The goal is to gain an initial, fairly quick familiarity with the book and what it is about before digging into it in depth.  Consider the following: 

· Look at title.  What does it tell you about the book is about?

· Read the Preface or Introduction if there is one.  What does the author say the book is about?  Does the author explain how the book is organized?

· Study the Table of Contents.  What does this say about how the book is organized?  What topics does the author cover?

· Skim the Index.  What does it tell you about the topics that the author covers?

· Read the opening paragraph of some or all of the chapters.  What main ideas do you find?

Literal  reading: What does the sentence say?  Though you went through this level when you first learned to read, you will need to go through a version of it again when you read material that is in a different “language” – be it botany or poetry.  The goal here is to make sure you understand the words on the page before moving on to analyze or critique them.  

· Look up any terms or words that you don’t understand.

· Take notes in the margins or elsewhere, so that you track major points, recurrent themes, and the pages they’re on.

· Outline major ideas the book presents.

Analytical reading: The goal is to understand, in detail, what the book is about and to see how the author is expressing his or her arguments or perspectives.  Consider the following:

· State what the whole book is about (its “unity”) in a few sentences.

· Determine the major parts of the book, their order and relationship.

· Define the problem or problems the author is trying to solve.

· Determine what terms are important to the author and how she or he is using them

· How does the author make his or her point?  What evidence is offered?  Are you convinced?

· What is the audience for the book?  Are you part of that audience?

· What are the author’s disciplinary lenses, biases, values, etc?  How do they compare with your own?

· What impact has this book had on your understanding of program themes?

· Why does this author’s point or perspective matter?

Syntopical reading (also called synthesis): Through reading several books that share something in common (subject, style, author, etc.) the reader is able to develop ideas about how the books are related and develop connections that do not necessarily occur in any one book.  Consider:

· How does this book relate to other program materials?

· What ideas or connections do you see emerging between or among multiple sources?

· What is the relevance of this material to you and the larger community (local, global)?

Formulating Written Questions/Comments: Once you have actively read the material, you are ready to formulate your half page of written questions and comments to bring to class.  These should be detailed, written in complete sentences, and refer or respond to specific passages or aspects of the reading (please include page references).  Avoid vague or general questions, or those only tangentially connected to class materials.  Typically, questions that connect with the analytical and synthesis levels of reading will stimulate better group discussions than those connected with literal reading, though some texts may require more work from us at the literal level in class.  Here are a few possible formats for questions/comments to get you started: 

A. contextualized questions: some options include exploring a specific concept and its implications further; asking how a specific passage relates to another; asking about evidence offered, biases, or other aspects of argumentation; asking for interpretations of symbols or themes in literary works, etc.

B. quotation analysis: offer a key quotation, then restate the idea in your own words and, with close attention to the context, word choice, or logic of the argument, explain or ask about the significance of this quotation for the larger text and/or program themes; 

C. theoretical analysis: in texts offering theoretical frameworks or models, offer a summary of the steps or components of the theory or model, and ask about implications;

D. connections: explore one important connection between the text and other program materials, or about the text’s relevance for specific communities. 

This is not an exhaustive list, and we will develop a sense of what kinds of questions work to simulate good seminars as we go along.  Make plenty of time to prepare for class, and our seminars will greatly benefit.

