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ENRICHING LESSONS 
WITH SOCRATIC QUESTIONING 

 
One of the trademarks of liberal education is asking students a large quantity of questions and allowing 
them to work through their thinking on their own. This style of questioning is emblematic of the first 
great thinkers of human kind, the Greeks, as demonstrated most famously by Socrates. Thus do we honor 
Socrates by naming the questioning nature of lessons in classical schools after he who first employed this 
method with mastery.  
 
In short, Socratic Questioning is all about getting students to think throughout a class period or 
assignment and then to get them thinking about their thinking (i.e., about why they thought the way they 
did). 
 
The sheer number of times students are asked why and how they think is an exercise of intense formation 
in reasoning and comprehension skills. In this sense, Socratic Questioning is actually enlarging the world 
of the student and strengthening her ability to approach it, wrestle with it, and ultimately understand it. 
Some people would call this simply making students smarter. For teachers, Socratic Questioning reveals 
how students are thinking so that we can see where the misunderstanding is and help them to correct it, 
instead of merely telling them the answer or why something was wrong. All the while, students become 
remarkably independent, relying less and less on the teacher doing the thinking for them.  
 
If we want a student-athlete to become an excellent soccer player, we cannot just tell her about how to 
play soccer and then play for her. If we want a student to learn to cook, we cannot just show him the 
recipe and then make it ourselves. So too, if we want a student to learn, to become smarter, to use his 
reason more swiftly and with greater understanding, we cannot just tell him things. We need to ask him 
questions and let his mind do the playing and the cooking and the thinking himself. Then we might have 
a superb soccer player, a world-class chef, or a wise and intellectually agile young person. 
 
“THIS FEELS SLOW & REPETITIVE” 
 
And it should be, as uncomfortable as it may feel for us at first. To help make the transition to Socratic 
Questioning, we can remember a few kinds of such questions that may be repeated after almost every bit 
of knowledge introduced to students. The following list is a great starting point. Some teachers keep these 
posted on their side of the podium during a lesson. 
 
After asking What-Who-When-Where, ask… 

Why? 
How? 
Explain. 
Describe. 
How do you know that? 
 
 

What makes you think that? 
Why do you think that? 
What evidence to you have? 
Who agrees or disagrees? Why? 


