
Friday Focus 

Develop Better Thinking Through Better Questions 

         Questioning is at the 

heart of any good classroom 

discussion, but too often 

teachers are the ones doing 

the asking! Let's face it, ask-

ing questions is how we find 

out if students understood the 

reading or did their work.  But 

asking questions to check if 

they did the assignment only 

encourages students to com-

plete a task, not to read for 

enjoyment or to look for deep-

er learning. 

     That's why we have to 

change the game and have 

students asking as well as an-

swering questions. 

     If your students spend 

more time waiting to be asked 

questions than formulating 

their own, here are some 

moves you can try to get stu-

dents talking and thinking. 

Make It Okay To Be Wrong 

     Perhaps the most effective 

thing you can do to encourage 

student questioning is to es-

tablish a classroom environ-

ment that invites and values 

questions. Students may think 

they have to understand eve-

rything right away, so leading 

by example will help set the 

stage. Tell them when you are 

unsure of a meaning or the 

author's intention. Let them 

know that there is plenty of 

room for doubt and debate. 

      You may have a class in 

which students are way too 

cool for questions. Counter 

this by giving students a varie-

ty of ways to ask questions. 

They might work in a small 

group to create a list of "5 

Absolutely Essential Ques-

tions" about a text, for exam-

ple, or tweet questions as a 

homework assignment for class 

discussion the next day. You 

can also make questions anony-

mous. Have every student write 

a question on an index card, 

then collect them and redis-

tribute them randomly.   

Don't Dwell On Details 

     Quick. Think about yester-

day's lesson or class discussion. 

What percentage of class time 

did you spend on factual ques-

tions (like "What gift did Mary 

receive from her grandpar-

ents?" or "How many brothers 

does Jim have?")? If it's a lot, 

you might want to think about 

ways to build more interpretive 

questions into your lessons. 

Challenge students to work in 

pairs first to come up with 

questions that require more 

than a one-word answer, for 

example, and then, to write 

questions that are longer than 

one sentence. You might re-

quest: "Write a question that 

you think will cause the class to 

disagree about the answer." 

     Often we spend a lot of 

time talking about "who, what, 

when, where and why." But in-

stead of focusing on these 

questions, focus on different 

types of questions, and chances 

are you'll yield richer, more 

interesting discussion. 

     Factual questions are about 

information that's right there 

in the text. Interpretive ques-

tions dig into what the author 

is telling us but don't have a 

clear right or wrong answer. 

Evaluative questions ask stu-

dents to provide an opinion 

about a text. (Were the char-

acter's actions justified?) And 

speculative questions start with 

the text but expand to include the 

readers' own ideas. Once students 

know the various types of ques-

tions, they'll be better able to put 

their questions out there. 

Narrow It Down 

     Here's a cool idea from Dan 

Rothman, co-director of the Right 

Question Institute 

www.rightquestion.org). Kick off 

your discussion by having students 

brainstorm questions. Then, after 

you share them, have a group of 

students go to the board and give 

them two minutes to prioritize the 

questions in order of importance or 

interest. Ultimately, you'll want 

students to narrow them down to a 

few priority questions on which to 

focus. Encourage the kids to order 

them according to their own sense 

of priority, so it's not just a hide-

and-seek for what the teacher 

thinks. 

 Resist the Urge To Overexplain 

     This is a hard one, especially 

when students are grappling with a 

text. As teachers, Rothman says, 

"We often think we have to give an 

example of a question that stu-

dents should be asking, which 

makes students conditioned to wait 

for examples." Train yourself to be 

quiet and wait, however uncomfort-

able it is. After all, if students 

want an explanation, they can ask 

for it. 

 —from WeAreTeachers.com 
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