
 
Essential Questions 

Open-ended questions that focus instruction on the big ideas, align instruction with assessment. By exploring essential 
questions students develop and deepen their understanding. 

ü Written in student-friendly language  
ü Encourage active meaning-making by the learner about important ideas and issues 
ü Are open ended; have no simple right answer 
ü Are meant to be investigated, argued, looked at from different points of view 
ü Raise other important questions 
ü Naturally arise in every day life and/or “doing” the subject 
ü Are meant to recur; can be fruitfully asked over time 

 
Probing Questions 

Pressing students to dig deeper into the evidence/data to articulate and substantiate conclusions – demonstration of why 
they think what they think. 

I l lustrat ive  Examples 
 

• How are they __________ alike? How are they different?  
• What is the text evidence to support your claim/idea? 
• What caused this event to happen? 
• What is the possible effect of this event? 
• If I told you _______________________, would your opinion change?  Why? 
• Are there any other possibilities? 
• What observations can you make from this__________? 
• What can you infer from your observations? 
• What is the text evidence to support your claim/inference? 
• Why do you think this is the case?  
• What sort of impact do you think…?  
• How did you decide…?  
• What is the connection between… and…?  
• How can you prove ________________? 
• Is there another way to arrive at the same or different answer? 
• Could you show me a different way? 
• What do you mean by what you just said? 
• Why was this an appropriate strategy? 
• Could you explain the steps? 
• How can you generalize ________? 
• How would ___________change, if you change ________________? 



•  

Strategies and Tools to Support Student-Driven Questioning 
 

What questions are worth pursuing? As educators, we are trained to look at our topics and articulate 
questions for our students that are thought-provoking; channel inquiry; challenge assumptions; and 
generate more questions. We think that if we come up with a powerful or beautiful question, then the 
students will be more likely to be engaged in the related inquiry. But oftentimes we take up too much 
of the thinking: students use my (thought-provoking) question on my terms (to channel inquiry on my 
assignment, challenge assumptions that I already have thought through, and generate questions that 
are related to the assignment). Students are expected to work within our inquiry frame rather than 
have students be part of the design process. If students can be engaged in the design of questions 
that meet the criteria listed above, they will more likely be invested in the resultant inquiry.  
 
1. Questioning can be modeled, taught, and encouraged only when it is valued in the organization. Powerful 

questions challenge authority figures to examine current assumptions to see if that is “the only 
way.” When someone lower down the hierarchy poses such a question, it is easy to dismiss them 
as less knowledgeable or invested. Yet, any organization committed to growth must create a 
culture where it is safe to ask a question (even if…). Therefore, how we respond and how we 
train others to respond, matters.  
 

2. Powerful questions start with an awareness of what we don’t know — the willingness to embrace ignorance. 
In fact, many powerful questions come from a “beginner’s mind” (someone that has little or no 
knowledge of the subject) or from experts that constantly challenge themselves on why. Samples 
of these actionable, powerful questions include: 
• How do cars work? 
• What should we stop doing? 
• Do aliens exist? 
• Who is to blame? 
• What trends are having the most impact on my field and how is that likely to play out over 

the next few years? 
• Why are some people mean? 
• What if a human leg could be more like a cheetah’s? 
• Why is the sky blue? 
• Can a school be built on questions? 
• Is sugar bad for you? 
• Why do I get bored? 
• Why should I believe you when you tell me something can’t be done? 
 
Warren Berger (2014) offers a “WHY, WHAT IF, HOW” framework to develop powerful 
questions. 

Ask why — Why does it have to be this way? Why does this exist? Why will it benefit you to 
invest time and energy thinking about this problem? The “why” should lead to action: 
improvements, solutions, ideas, possibilities. 
Ask what if? — Imagination begins to go to work and that focus, germination, or stewing will 
typically lead to possibilities that can be acted upon. We sit with a problem for as long as it 
takes until we arrive at an insight. We can research, wonder, pursue other people’s attempts 
but we are not fenced in by existing knowledge. 



Ask how — Use discipline and focus to work through possibilities and “fail forward.” They 
ask questions to hone in on a better solution or idea. 
 

3. People can get better at asking questions with practice. In Make Just One Change (2011), Dan Rothstein and 
Luz Santana delineate a technique to raise students’ sophistication in the generation and 
prioritization of questions.  

 
Question Formulation Technique (Adapted from Make Just  One Change) 

What students do… What teachers do… 
Produce your own questions 

• Ask as many questions 
as you can. 

• Do not stop to discuss, 
judge, or answer the 
questions. 

• Write down every 
question exactly as it is 
stated. 

• Change any statement 
into a question. 

Produce your own questions 
• Your job is to design the question focus at the heart of the topic, 

subject or idea. 
o Clear focus that is brief and simply stated 
o Not a question 
o Provokes and stimulates new lines of thinking 
o Does not reveal teacher preference or bias 

• Students ask their own questions, not respond to yours. 
o Give them time to think. 
o Do not give examples. 
o Allow for groups to work at different paces. 
o Encourage full participation in groups. 

 
Improve your questions 

• Categorize questions as 
closed- or open-ended. 

• Name the value of each 
type of question. 

• Change questions from 
one type to another. 

Improve your questions 
• Clarity for students on definition for closed and open-ended 

questions 
• Facilitate discussion on advantages and disadvantages of both. 
• Instruct and support students to change questions from one type 

to another. 

Prioritize your questions 
• Choose your three 

most important 
questions. 

• Why did you choose 
these as most 
important? 

 

Prioritize your questions 
• Identify key criteria for prioritization (for or with students) 
• Support student focus to strengthen decision-making muscle as a 

lifelong skill but do not model or make suggestions 
• Expectation to choose and describe rationale 
• Should be influenced by larger goal, related assignment, student 

interests, knowledge, preferences and dynamics. 
 

Next steps 
• How are you going to 

use your questions? 
 

Next steps  
• Teacher and students confer use based on the nature of the 

assignment, project or challenge. (e.g., identify topics for research 
papers, interview outside experts, experiments, and projects) 

 
	  


