Discussion, Dialogue and Socrates

In this document we are going to talk about Socratic Dialogue, but before we can do that we need to spend a few moments to get our heads around what dialogue really means and how it differs from a discussion.  In fact, take a few moments now:

1. Do you think dialogue and discussion mean the same thing?  
2. If not, what is the difference?

Dialogue versus Discussion

A lot of people think the terms dialogue and discussion are the same – but they’re not.  In a discussion, the goal is to come to agreement on one meaning by the majority (if not all).   It is a bit like a debate – where you are trying to narrow options by killing alternatives. Discussion seeks to tell, persuade, and convince others. In a discussion, you are trying to select the best, select the most acceptable or affirm/justify/defend one’s own position and the assumptions on which it is based.

In dialogue you are striving for insight. The word dialogue comes from dia (meaning ‘two’) and logue (meaning ‘to flow through’).  You need to listen to, appreciate and understand another person’s point of view.  You need to use your skills for empathy and reflection. The goal of a dialogue is to put two or more heads together to consider multiple interpretations, construct new knowledge and achieve deeper more meaningful understandings – enlarging options, not narrowing them!  The table below summarises the differences.

	In a Discussion:
	In a Dialogue

	The aim:

· To satisfy your own needs

· To gain agreement between people on one ‘meaning’.  
	The aim: 

· To satisfy everyone’s needs

· To unfold shared meaning and thus promote understanding. 

	The outcome:

· Results in one (best) solution.  

· Results in win-lose solutions.
	The outcome: 

· Results in multiple solutions - through exploring, appreciating, accepting and integrating multiple perspectives and divergent views.  

· Results in win-win solutions.

	The process:

· A person tries to tell, sell and persuade.

· Focuses on the weakness in others (looks upon others as the enemy).

· Involves justifying or defending your position

· Looks for counterarguments.

· ‘Conversation’ is controlled (and sometimes aggressive) – which reduces the energy of the group.

· Based on the belief that there is only one universal ‘truth’.
	The process: 

· People want to learn.

· Focuses the strengths in others (looks upon others as allies).

· Involves uncovering and examining assumptions and encouraging questions to promote understanding 

· Looks for connections.

· ‘Conversation’ is set positively free which creates energy within the group.

· Based on the belief that the ‘truth’ is socially negotiated and that there can be a number of truths.


	In a Discussion
	In a Dialogue:
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	The OUTCOME is one answer which is usually directed by one person (who tends to hijack the whole session).

The CONVERSATION follows a linear model where one person does most of the talking and one or two others may ask the odd question here and there.
	The OUTCOME is often a host of possibilities (not previously realised) which is a direct result of everyone engaging freely.  

The CONVERSATION follows a helical model (where what comes next depends on what has gone on before).

Sometimes, there is no answer at first but instead there is common understanding that allows progression.  The ‘answer’ is a result of collaborative effort and is shared.
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¢ i.e. whet their appetites!

_n Be sequencedin an incremental way

« i.e. based on what has been said/asked just before

_n Be logical

o i.e. follows on from the learner's prior knowledge/understanding

_n Target key points

¢ i.e. designed to get the learner to understand and see particular key points




	A couple of questions for you:

1. When you engage in conversations with people – is your usual style to engage in discussion or dialogue?

2. In your practice meetings, what usually happens – discussion or dialogue?  
3. Do you think sharing some of the thoughts and differences discussed in this paper might help to achieve greater dialogue amongst you and your team?


A discussion is the usual style of most meetings.  Actually, it’s the usual style of most communications between people in general – during the discussion, you will support your idea and give your points more strongly until, eventually, others agree with you.   HOWEVER, a team is always greater than the sum of its individual parts; therefore more is achieved from the dialogue as each person's ideas add to the last. In a dialogue no one is trying to win; they are trying to learn and create.
Please don’t think discussions are bad

Think of it like this – a dialogue is the generative stage which is good for opening up an issue, exploring it and getting ideas down on the table.  A discussion is the editing stage which is good for narrowing down the ideas generated by the dialogue stage, honing into a couple of them and fine-tuning/sharpening/polishing/finalising them to make them work better. A discussion without dialogue leads to premature quick fixes without things being considered comprehensively and creatively.   Some would argue that equally, a dialogue without discussion can lead to a whole host of new ideas just being left to float in mid-air.  

The 3 essential conditions for dialogue:[image: image4.png]



How to tell whether you’re team meeting is in dialogue
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	1. Lots of questions mean your team is in dialogue.   Questions indicate an attempt at understanding. No questions = no dialogue.

2. Dialogue results in ‘playful’ conversation – conversation that is full of ideas, accompanied by an element of fun and excitement.

3. You end up with outcomes/solutions you simply could not have pre-conceived. You are in awe of some of the ideas and connections that have been made.


Back to Socratic dialogue
Socratic dialogue is teaching by asking instead of telling: teaching only by asking questions. Socratic dialogue is also known as the method of elenchus, the elenctic method, Socratic irony, Socratic debate or method.  'Elenchus' in the wider sense means examining a person with regard to a statement he has made, by putting to him questions calling for further statements, in the hope that they will determine the meaning and the truth-value of his first statement.
[image: image6.png]



The Socratic method in GP training: a Case Based Discussion
	Trainee: ‘Let’s start off with the competency domain ‘practising holistically’.  You said you were really happy with this consultation because it went well.  In what way did it go well?’
Trainee: ‘Because I was quite happy with my management plan.  Clinically, I did the right things.’

Trainer:  ‘Yes, it is important that we’re happy with what we’ve done.   So, does that mean all consultations where the doctor is happy with what they’ve done are good consultations?’
Trainee: ‘Yes, I would say so’.

Trainer: ‘And so the patient’s happiness doesn’t count?’
Trainee: ‘Well, no….  You’ve got to make sure the patient is happy too.’

Trainer: ‘Ahhh…   so, you’re telling me both doctor and patient have to be happy for a consultation to go well?’

Trainee: ‘Yes, that’s about the top and bottom of it’.

Trainer: ‘So, in this consultation, was the patient happy?’

Trainee: ‘Well, erm…..’

Trainer: ‘You don’t seem so sure?’

Trainee: ‘Well, at first he was but he didn’t seem so at the end; but my management plan was clinically sound’.

Trainer: ‘So, if a clinical plan is good, the patient should always be happy.  Is that right?’

Trainee: ‘I suppose there’s more to it than that.’

Trainer: ‘In what way?’

Trainee: ‘Well they’ve got a say in it too – after all, it’s them that it affects.  I suppose you’ve got to find out their thoughts, what they were expecting and settle any worries they have with your suggestions.’
Trainer: ‘And did you do that?  Did you ask what he was expecting?  If he had any problems with what you were suggesting?’

Trainee: ‘To tell you the truth, it didn’t even cross my mind.  May be if I had figured out what he wanted and how it differed from what I was offering, we could then have come to some sort of resolve.   Mmmm… I need to be more explicit about that in the future don’t I?’


From this example, you can see that the Socratic method

· Asks questions to arouse curiosity.

· The original statement/question is responded to as though it were an answer:

Trainee: but my management plan was clinically sound’.

Trainer: ‘So, if a clinical plan is good, the patient should always be happy.  Is that right?’

This encourages us to formulate new questions (‘what is a good consultation?’) and identify other questions (in this case – ideas, concerns & expectations) to help us get there.

· The questions are ‘served’ in a logical, incremental, step-wise way that enables trainees to understand a complex topic or issue with their own thinking and insights.  
· Better hypotheses are found by steadily identifying and eliminating those that hold contradictions.

The Socratic helps learners get involved and excited about the material being taught.  It encourages them to think and change things for themselves: change that originates from the individual is more likely to result in implementation.  It’s also stimulating for the facilitator – you get to find out what others think and sometimes that changes your own thinking too!

The four building blocks for Socratic dialogue
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The questions you ask should satisfy four things.  They should:
The Socratic method searches for general, commonly held truths that shape opinion, and scrutinises them to determine their consistency with other beliefs. The aim is to get learners to :

· examine their own logic

· ask questions which highlight inconsistencies in their pre-formed beliefs

· to correct misperceptions and misconceptions and finally

· to develop new ideas/beliefs or fine-tune the old.

Logical questioning 
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As an educator, you can ask questions that are EITHER logically leading or psychologically leading.  In the Socratic method, try and aim for the logically leading.
A logically leading question gets your learner to think & decide where to go next for himself:
	Teacher:  ‘In this e-portfolio log entry, you’ve said that the patient wasn’t particularly happy with your management plan.  Does that tell you anything?’

Learner: ‘That the management plan isn’t all about what I decide and isn’t all about the clinical.  He was clearly expecting something different which I hadn’t anticipated.  And if I don’t explore that, then he probably won’t comply with my plan which means I will have achieved very little’.
Teacher: ‘So, back to you initial question then.  How could you have made this consultation have gone better?’

Learner: ‘If a patient looks a bit baffled, dazzled or generally a bit disappointed during a consultation, I’ll stop, verbalise and reflect back what I am reading from them.  Hopefully, that will help me understand what they are hoping for or their concerns with what I am saying or doing at that point’.
Teacher: ‘Some really good learning points there.  Are they worth including in this e-portfolio entry?’


A psychologically leading question is a pre-loaded question which gets the trainee to go where you really intend for them to go:
	Teacher: ‘In this e-portfolio log entry, you’ve said the patient wasn’t particularly happy with your management plan.   Sounds like he was expecting something different than what you were offering.  So, what could you have done before explaining your management plan?’

Learner: ‘Finding out what he wanted or was expecting first?’
Teacher: ‘Some really good learning points there.  Are they worth including in this e-portfolio entry?’


Although the outcome appears to be the same in both of these examples (i.e. the need to explore the patient’s expectations), in the first example (logical questioning) the conclusion is generated by the learner themself - and we all know that we are more likely to ACT on things which we generate from within ourselves than those where others tell us what to do.  That’s not to say asking psychological questions is bad – all I am saying is try and aim for the logical if you can.  Logical questioning encourages REAL understanding from within; psychological questions are subtly coercive.  Having read some of the original Socratic dialogues, I wonder whether Socrates sometimes used more psychologically leading questions than logical ones – in other words, he was subtly taking his learners to his destination rather than being truly neutral and seeing where the dialogue took them.
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What’s so great about Socratic Dialogue? 
1. It’s a powerful teaching method because it gets trainees excited and involved in the learning process.  They discover things for themselves!  
2. It enables trainees to figure out things and understand a complex topic or issue using their own insights and thoughts.

3. And because they’re involved in the teaching/learning process, they don’t become bored like they do in ‘lectures’. 

4. It helps you (as a teacher) see where the trainee is getting stuck and help ‘unstick’ them by correcting misconceptions and misperceptions.

5. You only move at the pace of the learner – and each learner is an individual with different learning needs.  

6. It stops you (the facilitator) from prophesising about a learner’s educatability.  For example, in a remedial group most learners will have low expectations of themselves.  What’s even worse is that some teachers will also have low expectations of them and will not be inspired to teach them effectively as a result (a sort of ‘What’s the point?’ attitude).  The Socratic method encourages you to start from the learners’ starting point and not your own.   You then move them through challenge that is stimulating as opposed to being soul destroying or humiliating.  
7. You (the facilitator) learn new and interesting things from/about your learners, which in turn can affect your own knowledge, skills and attitudes.
8. Ultimately, the Socratic method treats learners as adult learners along with which goes respect.  You respect them, and they ultimately respect you.

In summary, it emphasises learner understanding rather that the teacher’s presentation.   It’s about the learner interpreting and constructing meaning for themselves rather than making sure the teacher has covered everything in a tick box list.
Are there any cons? 
1. The method requires a lot of energy and concentration from the facilitator.
2. Whilst there are questions that you can prepare before the session, there are others that can only be developed extemporaneously (i.e. as the session ensues).   You need to be on your toes and be able to pick up verbal and non-verbal nuances and respond to these in a timely way.  It requires quite a bit of energy, thought and concentration.
3. Sequencing is everything – get this wrong and the session won’t work.  Initial flaws are usually due to sequencing.
4. Although it is a remarkably efficient way of learning, it does absorb time.  For instance, you could probably lecture someone around the subject in half the time.

5. It’s not a good method for covering facts/knowledge; it’s better for skills and attitudes.
How does Neo-Socratic Dialogue (NSD) differ?
You may have sensed that in the Socratic method the ‘teacher’ seems to be the one who is in control:
· he seems to be ‘navigating’ the learning process

· he’s the one asking all the questions
· he gets the learner to reveal things about themselves without revealing much about himself, and finally 

· there’s a subtle hint that he’s taking the learner to his own pre-determined destination.

Although this is not the intent of the Socratic method it can sometimes end up coming across this way.   Also, the Socratic method can be seen as a negative method of hypothesis elimination – the intent being to pick out flaws in a leaner’s thinking.  This negative starting point might upset the learner in a way that then obstructs learning even though it ultimately leads to a positive outcome (developing new ideas and thoughts).  Therefore, the term Neo-Socratic has been developed: a fancy term for describing a newer refined version of the Socratic method which attempts to put equality, neutrality and positivity back into the equation.

· NSD encourages both the trainer and trainee to jointly deliberate, weigh up arguments, investigate assumptions and come to some sort of consensus.

· NSD involves a systematic enquiry of our assumptions, reasons and viewpoints and a cooperative testing of their validity.

· Instead of aiming to pick out flaws, NSD encourages trainer and trainee to engage in dialogue, explore something methodically and see what emerges; to see what holds true and what doesn’t.  The aim isn’t to find fault but to simply determine if first principles are solid – which they may be!

· Both participants (trainer and trainee) attempt to formulate legitimate principles and develop a shared and inspiring perspective.

· NSD encourages dialogue rather than discussion which in turn results in power becoming central – it is shared equally between trainer and trainee.  The differences between dialogue and discussion is covered in at the end.
Using the earlier example, this is how NSD would work
	…
Trainer: ‘So, if a clinical plan is good, the patient should always be happy.  Is that right?’

Trainee: ‘I suppose there’s more to it than that.’

Trainer: ‘In what way?’

Trainee: ‘Well they’ve got a say in it too – after all, it’s them that it affects.  I suppose you’ve got to find out their thoughts, what they were expecting and settle any worries they have with your suggestions.’

Trainer: ‘And did you do that?  Did you ask what he was expecting?  If he had any problems with what you were suggesting?’

Trainee: ‘To tell you the truth, it didn’t even cross my mind.  Where would I start?  I mean what would I need to say?’

Trainer: ‘ How about something like – Had you any thoughts about what might be going on?’

Trainee: ‘Errr, I’m not quite sure.   Wouldn’t he look at me funny – as if I should know because I’m the doctor.  I could end up irritating him even more’

Trainer: ‘Yes, that is a possibility but how else would we then find out what his ideas are?’

Trainee: ‘What if I gave an explanation of what I thought was going on first and then asked him if that was close to what he had been thinking too?.  Would that work?’

Trainer: Sounds good.  Why not try it the next time and see?

Trainee: Yeah, I think I will.  What about the expectations?  What sorts of questions can I ask to explore those?

Trainer: How about we brainstorm some phrases between us and pick out some that you’d like to try out?

Trainee: ‘Super’.



Tips for the Socratic facilitator 
1. Spend time building rapport with learners – it’s instrumental to the process.  Otherwise, how can you expect them to be honest, open up and reveal their deficiencies, concerns and fears?   We need to release them from the fear of ‘messing up’.   We need to get them to participate in an intellectually uninhibited way.
2. Set some ground rules – see below.
3. Formulate a contextually relevant general question.
4. Collect crucial statements from your learner(s) in response to the general question.  

5. Gather concrete examples experienced by the learner(s) on which these crucial statements are based.

6. Get the learner(s) to select an example which will serve as the basis for analysis and argumentation throughout the dialogue.

7. Develop and ask questions that are logically sequenced (in an incremental sort of way and based on the content of the dialogue that has gone on before).
8. Ensure responses remain focused on the issue under discussion and that statements are grounded in experience. 
9. Participate equally in the dialogue and encourage understanding.
10. Strive for consensus and then summarise.

Observe the learner’s demeanour to determine whether a learner has reached true understanding or not.  If they’ve not, they’ll tend to give short answers with little enthusiasm because they’ll want to ‘move on’.  Those ‘in-tune’ will verbalise their thoughts, feelings and justifications without much prompting.  

When you are trying it out for the first time, don’t give up on the first hurdle – it takes time to practise and become skilful in the art of the Socratic method.
Ground Rules 
1. The learner needs to be honest as he can be – revealing core values and feelings.

2. The learner needs to keep an open mind and respect the views of others.

3. The learner should try and engage in a dialogue (i.e. a true conversation) with others rather than trying to ‘win an argument’.
4. Before rejecting something hastily, the learner should try and ensure he has acquired a thorough understanding first.

5. Therefore, the learner is free to ask questions – especially to clarify and understand things better.   
6. The learner should try and make statements that are grounded by his experience – not what he has heard or read.  Abstract statements should be grounded in concrete experience too.

END

Everyone has to suspend their assumptions. 


Dialogue comes to a grinding halt when someone digs in their heels and says "this is the way". They need to suspend their assumptions to really see where the truth lies. Suspending ones assumptions is not easy, as often they are so deep seated that we don't even know that they are assumptions! Instead, we take them for being the truth.





Team members must be thought of as colleagues and equals. 


If you manage to think of others as colleagues you will interact as colleagues. Team members will feel less vulnerable and less likely to either want to dominate the discussion or not say anything at all. Thinking of everyone as colleagues can be difficult in a hierarchical workplace environment. Can an individual in authority come down from their lofty position and talk to everyone else as an equal or do they like their elevated position and pontificate wildly?





Someone needs to facilitate the session.


A facilitator can help ensure that ALL assumptions are suspended. This means questioning statements and beliefs as they are mentioned. They are also important in keeping the dialogue moving. As a team gets better at dialogue the needs for a facilitator is reduced.


GRAEME NICHOL, Arcturus Advisors





Socrates used to get his students to examine their own value and belief statements by playing a little ‘dumb’ and asking simple questions that would make them question and refine those statements in order to get closer to the ‘truth’.   He did this by engaging in dialogue and trying to genuinely understand their point of view.  He would then ask questions which would draw inconsistencies or contradiction in the first principles/core values on which their beliefs were based.  This, in itself, often provided proof for an alternative point of view (the antithesis).  Socrates wasn’t out there to prove he was right and others were wrong but instead to ‘improve the soul of his learners’ by freeing them from unrecognised errors.
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