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Students love to talk, especially the rowdy eleven-year-olds in my fifth grade English language-arts and social studies classroom. However, talking is not always a distraction to learning. It seems that sometimes my students learn best when they can talk it out, express their thoughts and feelings about a piece of literature or informational text we are reading, and ask and answer questions based on that text. I simply needed a better way to structure the classroom dialogue my students crave. I have found my answer in the Paideia seminar. I believe that Paideia seminars positively impact students’ learning as well as their interactions with peers.
Impact on Student Assessment: How will this affect EOG scores?
A major concern for parents and administration when they hear that my classroom will function around regular class discussions will be how these discussions will impact students’ test scores at the end of the year. As with any other classroom instruction, the answer to this issue begins with planning. Laura Billings and Terry Roberts (2006) state that the first step in the teaching process with the Paideia seminar is “detailed planning of the process and content of the pedagogical event” (p. 2). The classroom discussion in these seminars will be focused on the standards I am required to teach, including those related to speaking and listening that so often are left untaught. Billings and Roberts (2012) also quote a study that states, because of Paideia seminars in the classroom, “several data sources show a quantifiable increase in student understanding and making connections with complex texts” (p. 72). This kind of understanding is crucial when students are asked to analyze text in a testing environment as well as in the classroom. Other studies by Strahan, Melville, and Hedt (2014) show that almost three-quarters of the students involved in Paideia seminars in a middle school classroom were more wiling to continue wrestling with a complex text because of the context of meaningful classroom discussion (p. 62). Students need this habitual endurance when facing challenging texts on end-of-grade tests as well. Moreover, Paideia seminars provide students with the opportunity to generate and respond to deeper questions – those that can be answered only by making inferences from the text. These questions make up 70% to 80% of high-stakes tests at the end of the year (Chorzempa & Lapidus, 2009, p. 56). As students create and respond to these questions using evidence from the text, they are growing in their own independent reasoning and critical thinking abilities, and according to Lynda Tredway (1995), “students who trust their own reasoning test better” (p. 29).
Impact on Student Learning: How will this affect day-to-day classroom learning?
	Ultimately, we know that what happens on end-of-grade tests is only looking through the keyhole of what happens every day in the classroom. Paideia seminars impact that daily learning as well. My end goal as a teacher is to teach my students how to think, and Paideia seminars provide the opportunity for every student to think critically (Arnold, Hart, & Campbell, 1988). Roberts and Billings (2008) state, “learning to think requires frequent deliberate practice… To teach thinking consistently, we should treat it as a fundamental literacy skill” (p. 33). This fundamental skill in literacy prepares students to live and participate thoughtfully in our democratic society (Arnold et al., 1988; Tredway, 1995). 
	Paideia seminars also prepare students to read more closely and analytically. As Billings and Roberts (2012) state, “Text-based discussion is simply an extended form of close reading” (p. 71), and teachers must prepare students for this kind of close reading and discussion by teaching content reading strategies to build comprehension (Roberts & Billings, 2008). Then through Paideia seminars in the classroom, students learn to question and find evidence in the text when justifying their opinions (Chorzempa & Lapidus, 2009, p. 58; Billings & Roberts, 2006, p. 5). As a result, students’ vocabulary increases, as well as their ability to interpret, analyze, and compare texts (Tredway, 1995, p. 27). This also increases and deepens students’ understanding and interest in what they are reading (Arnold et al., 1988).
	Students’ interpretation, analysis, and comparisons are extended in their ability to write about what they have read and discussed. Paideia seminars jump-start the writing process, which is demystified for students and becomes “a means of documenting the rewards of thoughtful conversation” (Billings & Roberts, 2012, p. 68, 71). Through classroom discussion students have practiced thinking with supporting details in their own personal voice, and this translates into more focused, organized writing (Chorzempa & Lapidus, 2009, p. 55). According to Billings and Roberts (2012), “students begin the writing process with a wealth of things to write about – their own ideas and those of other seminar participants, often synthesized into something much more sophisticated than any one student would have produced working in isolation” (p. 72). 
	The benefits of Paideia do not stop with the final written product. Students are expected to take responsibility in assessing themselves after the seminar as well. Before the class discussion, students set goals for themselves and take responsibility for meeting those goals (Billings & Roberts, 2006, p. 7). Because students are actively involved in making meaning of texts and evaluating their learning, they are more likely to retain the knowledge and behaviors they learn through Paideia seminars (Tredway, 1995, p. 26).
Impact on Student Interactions: How will this affect social interactions?
	Billings and Roberts (2006) say it best: “The Paideia Seminar, as we define and teach it, is a clear example of using dialogic instruction to teach intellectual as well as social skills” (p. 2).  Students are hardwired to talk, but not to do so respectfully and intelligently. Through Paideia seminars, students are taught to express themselves and disagree with others respectfully, to appreciate differences in opinions while still confidently maintaining their own perspectives (Chorzempa & Lapidus, 2009, p. 55). Through class discussions of texts, students can “express their own thoughts with their own voices through the powerful prisms of their own personalities” (Billings & Roberts, 2012, p. 69). The goal of the discussion does not stop with students expressing their own thoughts; it extends to students building on each other’s ideas and extending ideas from the text through collaboration (Billings & Roberts, 2012, p. 70; Roberts & Billings, 2008, p. 34). To do this, students must learn to listen well since “success or failure depends on how well students listen and respond to each other’s statements, thereby constructing increasingly more sophisticated understandings of the text” (Billings & Roberts, 2006, p. 5). Listening is not the only social skill students are taught through the seminar classroom. They also learn to make eye contact with their peers, to wait patiently to speak instead of interrupting, to deal with the frustration that comes with waiting to speak, and to think before speaking in order to respond appropriately (Billings & Roberts, 2012, p. 71; Chorzempa & Lapidus, 2009, p. 58; Tredway, 1995, p. 27). While the Paideia seminar does not guarantee students will transfer these social skills into their conversations outside of the classroom or eliminate social conflict, it does begin the process of developing kinder and more respectful attitudes toward others as well as feelings of self-esteem and self-worth (Tredway, 1995, p. 27-28).
	As Roberts and Billings (2008) write, “it’s not enough just to read about an interesting idea, or to discuss it informally, or to write about it without preparation. Rather, to teach students to think in a consistent and deliberate way, we have to practice thinking in concert with the full range of literacy skills” (p. 36). Paideia seminars make this kind of teaching possible.
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