
  HEY, TEACHER! GET OFF THAT STAGE: ASSESSING STUDENT THINKING WITH SOCRATIC SEMINARS  <

Ohio Journal of English Language Arts      65

By Christene Alfonsi. 
Fairfield Senior High School

Hey, Teacher! Get Off That Stage: 
Assessing Student Thinking with 
Socratic Seminars

The discussion in my classroom about race, 
friendship, and changing people’s minds  
   was slow to start on a cold, December 

morning. Frustrated, I knew I needed a strong ques-
tion to really get my kids involved.

“What do you think of Huck’s comment about 
Jim on page 264: ‘I knowed he was white inside’? 
What is Twain trying to tell us?” I ask my college-
prep sophomores. 

Stacey, thoughtful, starts speaking slowly, 
“Well, that seems like Huck is starting to see Jim as 
an equal. I think he knows that he is no better than 
Jim, and he sees that inside, his friend is no different 
than him.”

Ben jumps in, more eagerly than usual, “I think 
that’s a racist comment because Huck thinks white  
is better.”

“But don’t you see that Huck is just using what 
he knows to say that he accepts Jim? I don’t think 
that’s racist at all,” explains Stacey. “He has been 
trained to believe that white is better. He is using the 
words he knows to show that he has changed.”

“Has he changed, though?” asks Maggie. “Does 
he think Jim is an equal? I don’t think Huck is ready to 
see past the color of Jim’s skin. He was raised to believe 
black is lesser, and I think he still believes it. This quote 
just proves that.”

“But Huck doesn’t know any other compari-
son,” argues Stacey. “He has to say, ‘I knowed he was 
white inside’ because that is the only way to say he 
believes Jim is the same as him. I really don’t think 
Huck is racist.”

Stacey, who normally doesn’t speak up much 
in class, was articulating her thoughts in a way that 
sparked lively, thoughtful discussion for several more 
minutes. Half my class sat in a circle with Stacey, and 
all of them spoke up that day. Their peers, sitting in 
another circle outside the discussion group, listened 
attentively, checking their books for textual support 
to use when it would be their turn to talk. They shared 
their thoughts on Huck Finn, Twain’s view of his post-
civil war society, and their opinions about how racism 
affects our lives today. That one reference to the text, 
“I knowed he was white inside,” sparked a conversa-
tion that could not be completed in our 90-minute 
class period. Asking that question was the last thing 
I said to my students during the discussion. I could 
have walked out of that room, and they would have 
continued their passionate conversation. I felt like a 
superhero teacher. 

It wasn’t always this easy

Discussion in my classroom has not always been 
so effortless. At the beginning of the school year, my 
college preparatory sophomores were reluctant to offer 
their opinions about the texts we were reading. They 
seemed worried that they needed to have a perfectly 
formulated, correct answer before they spoke. They 
didn’t seem to be listening to one another during 
discussions, but instead were worried about the next 
thing they would say. In short, discussions about texts 
were painful for all of us.
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I wondered what I could do to engage this 
group. My teaching context demands that students be 
willing to talk and work together to formulate ideas; 
I co-teach a unique English/social studies class which 
combines American literature with world studies, and 
it depends on unusual, deep curricular connections. 
For example, rather than teaching the post-Civil War 
era when we read The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, 
my teaching partner, Allison, and I focus on the con-
cept of social reform. We look at Mark Twain as a so-
cial reformer along with Gandhi, Thoreau, and reform 
movements in Africa. We challenge our students to 
identify school or community issues they believe could 
benefit from change. These connections are not obvi-
ous or surface-level, and our students have to trust us 
and one another to learn how to connect history, lit-
erature, life in America today and then apply all of this 
to their futures. Discussion is the most important tool 
we have to make all this work.

I began to wonder, Can I help my students feel com-
fortable using discussion as a method of learning rather than 
a showcase for correct answers? Can I show sophomores that 
discussion can be a means of processing ideas and learning 
together with peers? I decided to try using Socratic semi-
nars with my sophomores to engage them in meaning-
ful discussion. 

Socratic what? Overview of the Seminar

On seminar day, I have my students arrange 
their desks and chairs in two concentric circles; half 
the class is on the inside circle and half on the outside 
circle. This allows a class of 30 students to turn into a 
much more intimate discussion group of 15; I find my 
students can listen and participate more actively when 
I make the discussion group smaller. The inside circle 
is responsible for discussing the questions/topics I give, 
always with the goal of “learning together” in mind. 
The outside circle is responsible for being active listen-
ers by taking notes, looking up text references, and 
maintaining focus on the discussion. Halfway through 
the seminar, students switch circles and discussion/
listener roles, with the new group starting with any 
“burning comments” they have about the first cir-
cle’s discussion. After reminding students of seminar 
guidelines (no interrupting, no sarcasm, refer to the 
text, listen, work toward learning together) I give the 
opening question for discussion. 

The route the seminar will take from here de-
pends on two things: my teaching objectives and what 
my students need to focus 
on for their own learning. 
Keeping these two things 
in mind allows me to main-
tain controlled focus over 
the seminar while also allow-
ing my students to take the 
seminar in directions that 
are engaging for them. For 
example, in my Huck Finn 
seminar, my first class of students took a long time to 
reach depth in discussing Twain’s purpose in writing 
the book. Although I am not looking for correct an-
swers in seminar, I do have objectives that I am work-
ing toward. In this seminar I want my students to reach 
the point that they understand Twain’s use of satire to 
comment on the racism still plaguing post-Civil War 
America, and his goal of changing people’s actions 
through his writing. My first group needed several 
follow-up questions before completely understanding 
Twain’s purpose. My second class that day nailed the 
purpose immediately with two students’ comments: 
“Twain wrote this to change his society” and “It’s so 
obvious that the book was written to make people see 
how stupid it is to hate someone based on race.” With 
the mention of the word “race,” these students took 
their conversation on a path that my first class didn’t 
come to until the end of the discussion: racism in the 
book and how it affects us today. While my first class 
seemed reluctant to discuss the racial slurs in the book, 
the second class immediately wanted to sort out why 
Twain would use the n-word so many times. Katie 
gave a text reference to the conversation Huck (who 
is pretending to be Tom Sawyer) and Aunt Sally have 
about an accident on a boat. When Aunt Sally asks if 
anyone was hurt, Huck responds with, “‘No’m. Killed 
a nigger’” (Twain, 1981) (p. 234). This sparked a rich 
discussion for my students. They worked together 
to examine Huck’s motivation in saying this: had he 
forsaken his friend Jim and immediately reverted to 
his racist ways when he was with other white people? 
Was Huck really smart and didn’t want Aunt Sally to 
be suspicious, so he responded the way Tom Sawyer 
would have? 

None of these topics were in my original semi-
nar questions, but this was an important conversation 

I begin to wonder, can 
I help my students 
feel comfortable using 
discussion as a method 
of learning rather than 
a showcase for correct 
answers?
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for my students. This brief incident in the book was 
meaningful to them, and they wanted to sort out their 
thoughts about this character that they had grown to 
like. They wanted Huck to be different than the other 
white characters in the book; they believed in him. This 
section of the book confused them, so they needed to 
understand it by talking together. Eventually, Katie 
brought her original text reference full circle when she 
said, “I believe Twain used that quote I said in the be-
ginning to open our eyes even more. That statement, 
referring to black people as not even human, not even 
worth a mention when they were killed, is a huge eye 
opener. It makes me understand how much hatred and 
racism Twain witnessed in his society.” This is what I 
love about seminar discussions; the focus is on the “hot 
topics” in my students’ minds. Their reading processes 
are honored through these discussions (See Appendix 
A for Huck Finn questions).

Preparing for Seminar: Writing Questions; 
Mentally Preparing Yourself

Creating questions requires more work for the 
teacher than facilitating the actual discussion. A good 
seminar needs to have an opening question, five to 
seven core questions, and a closing question. I always 
start with my objectives or goals: what do I want stu-
dents to learn during the seminar? For example, in my 
seminar on Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath, I want 
students to learn the purpose for the social commen-
tary chapters in the book; I want them to examine 
characterization in the book; I want them to consider 
Steinbeck’s purposes in writing the book; I want them 
to apply their understanding of the book to their own 
lives today. After establishing my objectives, I write 
my opening question. This question is designed to 
give every student on the inside circle an opportunity 
to speak, use a text reference, and generally kick-start 
the discussion. The opening question works best when 
it is fairly broad, can be answered in multiple ways, 
and does not have a “correct” answer. My opening 
question for The Grapes of Wrath seminar is “What is 
one word to describe the book as a whole? Please ex-
plain and use text references for support when pos-
sible” (Appendix B).

The core questions focus on the objectives I’ve 
established and ask students to get more specific and 
focused in the discussion. Since I want my students 
to examine characterization, I ask, “Who is the leader 

of the ‘fambly’?” This question works well for a book 
like The Grapes of Wrath because there are several 
thoughtful answers. Some students want to talk about 
Ma Joad and her strength in keeping the family to-
gether. Others focus on Tom Joad and the changes 
he undergoes throughout the novel. Jim Casy comes 
up as another leader; though he is not a blood relation 
of the family, several of my students make a case for 
him as the impetus for change in the book. The core 
questions lead my students to work together to make 
meaning. Good questions will keep the discussion 
focused and thoughtful. While I want my students 
to discover some of Steinbeck’s purposes for writing 
the book, I use a series of questions rather than ask-
ing “What is Steinbeck’s purpose?” As students work 
together to examine the series of questions, they gain 
depth that would be lacking if they were simply asked 
about purpose. 

The closing question is designed to show stu-
dents that the text we are discussing can be applied to 
something else: another text, history, their own lives. 
For The Grapes of Wrath seminar, the closing question 
asks students to compare the evolution of one charac-
ter in the book to the stages in the cave analogy from 
Plato’s Republic (a text we read as we begin a unit on 
democracy that includes The Grapes of Wrath). Plato’s 
piece uses symbolism (prisoners in a cave, a slow ascent 
up a steep and rocky slope) to show that freedom and 
democracy require individual thought, choice, and ac-
tion. This question allows for many different thoughts 
to start brewing since there are several characters that 
undergo major change. The discussion gets interest-
ing as students banter about different characters going 
through the symbolic steps. 

Listen…

In addition to writing thoughtful questions, the 
teacher’s main role in seminar is to listen carefully as 
students talk. The only times I talk during seminar are 
to give the questions, clarify a question if needed, and 
(very rarely) run interference if things get too heated 
or off topic. Often, all I will need to say is “Let’s get 
back to focusing on the text” to get the discussion back 
on track. Occasionally, I will have a student, or two, 
who dominates the conversation, and I handle this in 
several ways. First, I make a general statement at the 
beginning of the seminar reminding students to work 
together and to give others the opportunity to speak. 
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Sometimes I have to be a little more direct during a 
seminar. For example, Noel, a vocal student, domi-
nated the first part of The Grapes of Wrath seminar. 
Although his thoughts were well-stated, he was not 
giving others enough time to add depth or respond 
with more questions. During a lull in the conversa-
tion, I said, “Please remember to encourage others to 
speak,” hoping he would take my hint. He didn’t. I 
tried again during another lull, “If you’ve spoken a 
lot, give others a chance to have their voices heard.” 
Again, he didn’t seem to understand that I was speak-
ing to him. Rather than shut him down completely or 
embarrass him by specifically telling him to stop talk-
ing, I spoke to him after class:

“Noel, how did you think seminar went for 
you?” I asked.

“Great!” he responded enthusiastically. “I really 
got to say everything I wanted, and I learned some 
new things.”

“How do you think seminar went for the rest of 
your inside circle?” I watched his reaction carefully and 
could see when it finally hit him.

“I talked too much, didn’t I?” he asked, redden-
ing. “I’m sorry. I was excited to say what I thought. I 
thought that when there was a pause, I should speak.”

We discussed how Noel could use his quick 
thinking to help others have a voice in seminar. He 
decided to try asking some questions in the next semi-
nar, turning his thoughts into a question that his peers 
could answer rather than giving his answer himself. 

This worked to slow him down and help him listen to 
others. Noel still needed my help in reminding him to 
talk less, so he asked me to give him a signal when he 
needed to take a break. 

The First Seminar—You Must Be Brave

The examples I have given so far show thought-
ful students discussing rich topics with depth and 
support. I’ve found that it takes time and practice for 
students to become comfortable and confident during 
seminar. The first time we do seminar, I spend time 
discussing the seminar expectations with my students. 
I explain what I mean with things like “no interrupt-
ing,” “no sarcasm,” and “listen,” and we discuss ex-
amples of positive and negative behaviors that could 
occur during seminar. I take great care to explain the 
most important expectation: Work toward learning to-
gether. This, I tell my students, is the reason we do 
seminars. I explain that they have an opportunity to 
discover something that they might not think of on 
their own during a seminar discussion. We talk about 
the fact that there are not right and wrong answers in 
a seminar; it is not like a multiple choice test. We talk 
about how a seminar is different than a debate, that 
this is not a forum to persuade with answers they al-
ready know. I tell them that I purposely will ask them 
difficult questions, and they should understand it will 
take them time to work together to make meaning of 
the question. I explain that they might change their 

mind during a seminar, that they may have 
a gut reaction when they hear a question, 
but what their peers say may lead them to 
a new type of understanding.

This is a lot for my sophomore stu-
dents to hear. They don’t really get it. They 
also don’t believe me when I tell them that 
there will be long, uncomfortable silences 
at first. I tell them that this is okay, that 
I expect some silences, and other than re-
stating questions or reminding them to 
focus on the text, I will not talk or partici-
pate. I also make it clear that the students 
in the outer circle have the toughest job: 
they are the listeners. They may take notes, 
use their books to find text, and formu-
late their own opinions, but they may not 
speak. About halfway through the class 
period, I’ll have the two circles switch, and 
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then we continue with our questions. I don’t re-ask 
the same questions, but students are free to bring up 
ideas that began in the first circle.

As I give the opening question for our first semi-
nar on a “safe” topic—our classroom expectations—
students giggle and fidget. No one speaks. No one 
jumps to answer the opening question: “What is one 
word to describe the classroom expectations? Explain 
and support your answer.” I wait. They stare at me. 
Finally, Matt, an outspoken, funny student says, “Ms. 
Alfonsi, you’re not really going to let us just sit here, 
are you?”

I smile and nod. I say, “I’ll ask the question 
again, now that you’ve had time to think about it.”

Finally, Kristen speaks. “I think the expectations 
are obvious. We know how we’re supposed to behave.”

Stacey responds, “I disagree. I think it is differ-
ent than rules. It says right here [referring to printed 
classroom expectations] ‘an expectation is different 
than a rule.’”

“Yeah,” says Kim. “I think it gives us some free-
dom, like our teachers are going to trust us to make 
good choices because we want to, not because they are 
threatening us with a detention or something.”

I’m excited. My students are adding depth and 
referring to the text. Kim, who has been quiet in class, 
has spoken up. Then the conversation dies.

We wait. More giggles and uncomfortable shifts in 
chairs. More staring into space. Again, Matt can’t stand 
it and speaks up. “Can we have a new question?”

“No,” I say. “I think other people can answer 
this. Remember, I asked for one word to describe the 
expectations. What do others think?”

The conversation continued, slowly, until we 
switched the inside and outside circles. The second 
group was more comfortable since they had been lis-
tening and observing up to that point, so the pauses 
became less uncomfortable.

I took time at the end to discuss how students 
felt. Many said they were uncomfortable and felt 
awkward. Stacey said, “I think it will be easier the 
next time because we will discuss something bigger.” 
Stacey was right. I planned our next seminar for half-
way through The Grapes of Wrath. Students did have 
more to say. After the second seminar, I was anxious 
to know what they thought. Was it more comfort-
able? I asked them to complete a short reflection to 
tell me their thoughts on seminars so far. Sara wrote, 
“I think I had a better performance with The Grapes 

of Wrath seminar. I think this is true because I was 
very into our book, and I was excited to talk about it.” 
Other students echoed these thoughts. Amy wrote, “I 
was nervous in the first seminar and didn’t know what 
to say. I wasn’t as nervous this time.”

Many of my students were quite comfortable and 
outspoken by our third seminar. We went on to have a 
total of seven seminars during our 18 week semester. I 
tried to have seminars whenever we finished a particu-
larly thought-provoking text. I didn’t want to overuse 
seminars because I believe they could lose their effec-
tiveness if students came to see them as routine or as 
an ordinary part of our school week. 

What My Students Say

As part of the final, my students wrote a reflec-
tive letter about their learning. Students mentioned 
seminars often as a learning tool that they enjoyed and 
found important. Aryn, a confident speaker, wrote, “I’m 
including seminars because I love them. I have learned 
that you can help support how you feel when you learn 
other people’s viewpoints. Something they say can help 
you better explain yourself.” 
Greg, who is a musician and 
writes song lyrics and poetry, 
wrote, “The seminars are so 
amazing—each one as great 
as the next. I live my life to 
figure out what people think 
and feel. I could never un-
derstand people when I was 
closed in and not open with 
others about my ideas. Now 
that I have learned to share, my mind has opened a 
new doorway for my life.” Nichole, a learning disabled 
student, wrote, “Through the many seminars we have 
had, I have improved greatly at voicing my opinion. 
I’ve learned to not be afraid of how people feel about 
what I have to say. I also understand the meanings of 
more things in life. This will help me in the future be-
cause it has taught me to let my voice be heard.”

Meg, who was reluctant to speak during our first 
two seminars, wrote in her final reflection, “This year 
beginning to do seminars has helped me so much with 
my learning. It has taught me a lot more about my-
self than I knew. It made me realize that when you 
discuss things with a group, you’re most likely going 
to get more out of your learning. It also made me feel 

“....I could never under-
stand people when I was 
closed in and not open 
with others about my 
ideas. Now that I have 
learned to share, my mind 
has opened a new door-
way for my life.”
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more free and comfortable to say what’s on my mind 
or anything I believe. When we have seminars I liked 
knowing I wasn’t the only person thinking something.” 
Meg’s comments helped me cement what I believe is 
most valuable for students participating in seminars: 
her idea that discussion can help you get more out of 
your learning. I’m excited that my students were able 
to give voice to their growth in learning.

Assessing the Seminar and the Students

I love seminars because they are student-cen-
tered, engaging, and full of depth. As a realistic, time-
strapped teacher, I also love them because they are 
simple to assess. Assigning a participation grade for 
students can be done during seminar. No mountains 
of papers to grade, no deciphering messy handwrit-
ing or worrying more than the kids do over missing 
assignments. I keep a class roster on my desk dur-
ing each seminar and highlight student names in two 
colors: one color for the inside circle and another for 
the outside circle. As students speak, I sit behind the 
outer circle at my desk and use a simple system to dis-
creetly record each time someone speaks, when a text 
reference is used, when a student-generated question 
occurs, when someone demonstrates depth by “pig-
gybacking” on another comment, and when a student 
encourages someone else. After the seminar, I use a 
checklist to show each student what characterized 
her performance, and then I assign a grade. I use a 
point system in my classroom, and seminars are always 
worth 20 points. I look at a student’s performance ho-
listically rather than thinking “speaking so many times 
equals this many points.” As we progress through the 
semester, I try to honor students who have grown 
significantly in seminar performance. For example, 
Dan, who is extremely shy, never spoke until our last 
seminar. He spoke up twice, which was a tremendous 
accomplishment for him. His two comments earned 
more points than two comments did for a student who 
spoke in every seminar. He didn’t earn full credit, but 
he did have the pride in knowing he earned legitimate 
speaking points for himself. On the opposite end of 
the spectrum, Noel, my outspoken student, could 
earn more points by not speaking in the seminar. His 
goal was to encourage others through his questioning, 
so I looked for that in his seminar performance. 

What about the Kids Who Don’t Talk?

In most seminars, I had a few students who 
didn’t speak. Some were shy, some hadn’t completed 
the reading, and some need more time to formulate 
their thoughts. Since it is important to me that stu-
dents have an opportunity to earn a grade, I give my 
students the option to write down their thoughts 
about the discussion and turn them in the next day 
after a seminar. I don’t give them a list of questions, 
but rather tell them to rely on their notes to comment 
on their peers’ ideas. I require them to include new 
thinking, not just rehash what others said, and I ask 
them to include text references for support. Early in 
the semester, a student may be able to earn full credit 
through her writing, as long as it presents new ideas 
and is well supported. As the semester goes on, the 
writing counts for less credit as I expect students to be-
come more comfortable with the process. Depending 
on the group of students, I may eliminate the writing 
option altogether near the end of the semester. 

What We Learned

Seminars proved to be a useful, thought-provok-
ing discussion tool in my classroom. My students sur-
prised me by exploring rich, sophisticated topics with 
depth and support. Patience proved to be the most 
important key in helping my students find seminars 
to be a comfortable learning process. Even my quietest 
students were participating a little by the end of the 
semester. During the final Huck Finn seminar, all of 
my sophomores in both my classes spoke. Now, some 
only spoke once, but it still felt like a teaching victory. 
Seminars will continue to be an integral aspect of my 
classroom. The focus on students, the depth of think-
ing, and the confidence seminars inspired in my stu-
dents made it the most worthwhile teaching method 
in my tool kit. My students helped convince me that 
seminars are worth the time it takes to set up, practice, 
and implement in class. Matt, my student who was so 
uncomfortable with the silence in the first seminar, put 
it best in his final reflection: “Seminars. I believe that 
this was my favorite way to discuss what I learned in 
reading. I learned that people take information in and 
try to understand it in their own way. I believe this is 
a key learning skill I need for life because it teaches me 
to see things in other people’s point of view. Doing 
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this will make me a better team worker in life and will 
help me with new concepts and information.” 
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Appendix A

The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn
Final Seminar Questions

Opening Question:
What is one word to describe this novel and why?

Core Questions:
What do you think was Twain’s purpose in writing 
Huck Finn?

Why did Twain use an adventure novel to express his 
purpose?

Why does Twain center his story around pre-Civil 
War times (slavery) to comment on his post-Civil 
War times?—use other texts from the unit for sup-
port in addition to Huck Finn

Hemingway quote: “All modern American litera-
ture comes from one book by Mark Twain called 
Huckleberry Finn.” What do you think future 
American authors (Steinbeck, Miller, Thoreau) 
learned from Twain’s book?

Why did Twain choose this setting for the book?

What does Tom Sawyer represent to Huck?

How is Tom representative of some portion of this 
society?

Has Huck changed (especially regarding race)?

Closing Question:
What lessons from the novel can we apply to our 
lives today?

Appendix B

The Grapes of Wrath
Final Seminar Questions

Opening question:
What is one word to describe the novel? Explain your 
opinion and support using text references.

Core questions:
In what ways is this a happy or unhappy ending? 
Explain your opinion.

What is the mood created by Steinbeck in the ending 
of the novel?

Why did Steinbeck choose to end the book (or stop 
writing) where he did?

Why did he not tell us what happened to the Joads?

If Steinbeck couldn’t “end” the book because he did 
not know the fate of the migrants, why did he write 
the book? What was his purpose?

How/where would you place Steinbeck in the Cave 
Myth? Why?

Who do you believe is the main character of the 
novel? Justify your choice. 

Closing question:
Explain how one character’s changes show that he or 
she evolves through the stages of Plato’s cave analogy.
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