Ernest Baskin


The Classroom As a Social Space


Plato’s The Symposium taught us that classrooms can occur even in the most unusual settings.  In the play, the dinner party is seen as an atypical classroom where the teacher, in the modern sense, is not as easily identifiable.  In this type of classroom, learning comes from others.  As each person builds on the knowledge obtained from the person before him, we, according Isaac Newton, “stand on the shoulders of giants” as truth becomes more refined.  In order for this refinement to occur, there must be constant debate and the onus ultimately falls on the student to articulate the inconsistencies that he sees in the arguments around him.  With this goal clearly in focus, Emily and I embarked to transform Room 139 into a classroom based on Plato’s The Symposium.  


A classroom that revolves around the students requires more work than a classroom based on a straight lecture.  Emily and I decided early on that a debate should be the main focus of our presentation.  However, several questions needed to be answered.  How could the students come to a deep understanding of the readings in order to argue with each other without having access to the readings?  To that effect, we met on four separate occasions in order to iron out the Halperin’s theory and figure out how best to convey it to the audience.  In the end, a presentation followed by a debate with prepared arguments seemed to be the best solution.  Each team got one version of the truth and was asked to try and maintain it against the other team.  We hoped that, in these arguments, students would draw out the idiosyncrasies connecting the two arguments so as to come to a better understanding of homosexuality in Ancient Greek culture.  


Problems crept up almost immediately in the planning phase on how to implement our goals.  Emily and I argued quite a bit about how to structure both the presentation and the debate portion of the class.  How much would we talk and about what?  However, team teaching requires teamwork and we eventually agreed on a heuristic that we would follow.  In order to draw out truth from the participants, we would use the Socratic Method in asking questions.  We would never make a statement of fact where a question would do.  These questions could be broad ones intended to foster additional discussion or specific ones intended to draw the speaker into a contradiction but the question aspect was the most important.   The point was to make it seem like we did not actually have any knowledge but only provided the path towards it.  Thus, any conclusions reached, much like in The Symposium, would come organically from the students’ peers rather than artificially from a superior.  



The actual goals were implemented with varying degrees of success in the class.  Quotes were heavy focuses in the PowerPoint in an attempt to have the class interpret Halperin without us having to spoon feed them his arguments.  This worked really well as a teaching device.  In addition, pictures as well as jokes made sure the class was paying attention to this less interactive portion of the presentation.  


During the debate, the use of Socratic questioning seemed uneven.  When Emily quoted a Socratic question directly from the text, everyone sounded very surprised.  In fact, nobody even picked up on it and the conversation moved along.  On the other hand, I was somewhat successful in getting Jordan to agree that men and women of the same age don’t actually reproduce.  This shows that the audience in the modern classroom responds much better to leading questions that represent only a small jump from their original thought.  This response is due, perhaps, to the expectation that figures of authority in a classroom always ask leading questions that hint towards the correct answer.  Emily’s question did not have this hint but just challenged the debated comment.  As a result, the question was viewed as rhetorical and left unanswered.         


Eventually, the teacher my lose control of the classroom.  The class discussion went off on many tangents, such as the homosexual continuum, throughout the debate.  At some points, the debate turned into a discussion on a topic divorced from the existence of modern homosexuality in Ancient Greece.  Becoming off topic seems like a great way for the class to learn about its interests rather than the agenda of the teacher.  In addition, I, as a teacher, learned quite a bit from these tangents and became a student as well.  

Even when the class was on topic in the debate, students mostly made their own arguments as opposed to the ones on the sheets we handed out.  This indicates an unwillingness to accept arguments from an authority without first questioning them.  Through this questioning, students came up with their own arguments so as to understand the issues for themselves.  However, this resistance was unconscious as both sides accepted their overall argument and never lapsed into contradictory thoughts.  This idea is paralleled in any classroom.  The teacher always has a hard time getting answers to so-called “easy” questions since students always look for harder answers that may be less obvious.  Students are offering an unconscious resistance to the way in which “easy” answers, queried by the authority, can be as effective as deeper answers developed by students themselves.  


Finally, although I thought it was exciting to be taken along for the ride in the debate, Emily and I need to implement more structure into future debates.  Sometimes a teacher needs to summarize what is going on in an attempt to keep the class centralized on the topic at hand.  In addition, the teacher cannot always rely on students to point out inconsistencies in each other’s arguments when they don’t really understand the arguments themselves.  It is the teacher’s role, having much more knowledge than the students, to be able to see the inconsistencies and point them out.  
