
Power of Essential 
Questions

Allison Zmuda
Email: 
Allison@allisonzmuda.com
Twitter: allison_zmuda

mailto:Allison@allisonzmuda.com


2

Why EQs?
What is an EQ?

How to use EQs?
How best write EQs?



Concept Attainment

Compare
Compare 
examples (YES) 
and non-
examples (NO) 
of a concept.

Identify
Identify the 
distinguishing 
characteristics 
of each.

Test
Test your theory 
– your 
‘understanding’ 
- against new 
cases.

Refine
Refine your 
understanding, 
as needed. 



YES: 
Essential 

Questions
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Why do people eat so poorly if we 
know so much about nutrition? 

How good a model for explaining 
the data is this?

What does this audience demand 
of me as a speaker? 

Why do bad things happen to 
good people?



YES: 
Essential 

Questions
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Should authors ever trick us?

If “stranger danger” is real, then 
what should you do when you are 
lost? 

What should I do when I am stuck?

Why did 9-11 happen?



So what is 
an 

Essential 
Question?
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More essential questions:
• Whom can I trust?
• How much debt should I take on?
• When is proper English absolutely essential 

and when would it be too stuffy in context?
• Whom should we honor? 
• Are we really a democracy?
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Not 
essential 
questions

What steps did you follow to 
get your answer?

What key event sparked World 
War 1?

Who is the protagonist in this 
story?

How does the water cycle 
work?

Why is it important to measure 
twice cut once?



What is common to each type?
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Essential Questions Non-essential Questions
Which stranger can I trust when 
I need help?

What does the word �trust�
mean?

How much should I borrow? How do loans work?

When is �proper� English 
essential, and when is it too 
stuffy? 

What is slang?

Whom should we honor? Whom does that statue 
honor?

Are we really a democracy? What does ‘democracy’ 
mean?



Content  and Process EQs
• Understanding requires constantly considering 

EQs of two types
– Content-related
– Process-related
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Content: 
American 

History

Who counts as “we the 
people?”

What do you do when the 
ideal of America doesn’t live 
up to the reality?
When are we entitled to be 
proud of our progress?

When does the judiciary 
system become a change 
agent? Is it supposed to? 



Content: 
Geometry

What kinds of attributes/ 
characteristics would I use to 
describe this object? What 
category do they belong to?

What shape(s) can I create? How 
do I show its attributes? How can 
I tell if these shapes are 
congruent,? similar, or neither? 

(Gr. 3-12) How much space does 
this shape take up/enclose? (2-D 
and 3-D)



Content: 
Science 

Structure 
and 

Function

(K-3) How do plants and animals depend 
on each other to survive?

(2-3) What do plants and animals do 
when the ecosystem changes?

(5-12) Is this ecosystem healthy? (6-12) 
How does that impact people? What 
solutions can be developed to improve 
the health of an ecosystem?

What are the effects of environmental 
changes on populations?



Process: 
Speaking 

& 
Listening
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When should I talk?  When should I listen?

Have I understood the real message? What do the 
feedback and body language suggest?

What should I do when I don’t understand? 

What do good speakers do? Are there any consistent 
aspects to excellent performance, given so many 
distinctive styles?

How does the audience affect how I should speak?

In what ways does effective speaking require good 
listening? an interaction with the audience?

Have I been clear?  Effective? How do I know?



Process: 
Languages
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What can I do to keep the conversation going?

What can I do when I do not have the words to 
say what I am thinking?

What should I be doing in my head when 
listening or reading? How does translation 
become most effective and natural?

How does body language complement the 
words?

How can I overcome my fear of sounding foolish?

How is this language like and unlike mine?



Essential vs. Knowledge Questions

ESSENTIAL
– Open; arguable
– Thought-provoking
– Higher-order
– Big ideas
– Raise more questions
– Require support
– Recur

KNOWLEDGE
– 1 right answer
– Asked to prompt 

recall or the noticing 
of “the” answer 

– Factual
–Meant to be 

efficiently answered
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So what is 
an 

Essential 
Question?
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Why EQs?

Are highly engaging and 
focusing

Suggest the rigor at the 
heart of high standards

Suggest worthy inquiries

Provide a coherence and 
depth that is otherwise 

mere scattered ‘coverage’
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If I had an hour 
to solve a 
problem and my 
life depended on 
it, I would use 
the first 55 
minutes 
determining the 
proper questions 
to ask



Why EQs are Engaging

“The art of 
holding interest 
lies in raising 
questions and 
delaying the 
answers...” 
– David 

Lodge, The 
Art of 
Fiction
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A Challenge

This demand runs 
counter to our 
instincts as 
teachers: we 
typically aim to 
make things less
puzzling
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Problem vs. Exercise

REAL PROBLEM

• What should we do 
with our income 
now to maximize 
savings for 
retirement?

EXERCISE

• How much money 
will we have in 20 
years if we save 100 
dollars per month 
and assume an 
interest rate of 3%?
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Unit on mean, median, mode
• What is fair? Propose and defend a “fair” 

grading system for use in this class. 
– How should everyone’s grade be calculated? Why 

is your proposed system more fair than the 
current system (or: why is the current system 
most fair?)
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Ultimately Intent Matters Most
Success in any field 

depends upon learning 
to ask the right expert 
questions concerning 
strategy, attitude, and 

the meaning of results—
especially in the midst of 

uncertainty and 
confusion.

Study after study has 
shown that the majority 
of teachers’ questions 
are leading and low-

level, focusing on factual 
knowledge.
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From Marzano Meta Analysis

• �In their analysis of 14 studies on the use of 
higher-level questions, Redfield & Rousseau 
computed the average effect size of those 
studies to be .73

• “This means that the average student who 
was exposed to higher-level questioning 
strategies... made a percentile gain of 27 
points.�
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Ultimately Intent Matters Most

• What were the main causes of the Vietnam 
War?

• Who is my audience?
• What’s the point of the book?
• How precise should we be?
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Drafting

• What do you want them to be 
thinking, discussing, and arguing 
about?

• What ongoing inquiry will take them 
deeper into the topic and make them 
want to learn more ‘content’ to 
address the question?
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Moves for 
Getting 
Started

If academic 
understandings 

are ‘answers’ 
then what are 
the questions?

What questions 
do experts 
currently 
consider?

What questions 
keep kids and 

us up at night?

What are the 
ongoing 

debates right 
now?



Moves for 
Opening 

up a 
Question

To what extent…?

Under what conditions…?

How serious is…?

How necessary is…?

How important is…?

What if…?
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Why EQs: Standards
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ELA Common Core Standards & EQs

1. Read closely to determine 
what the text says explicitly 
and to make logical inferences 
from it; cite specific textual 

evidence when writing or 
speaking to support 
conclusions drawn from the 
text.

What is 
meant 
but isn’t 
being 
said?

Where 
does it 
say that? 
Where 
does that 
imply 
that?

What 
follows?

What 
should I do 
when I 
can’t 
follow the 
logic or 
flow?

2. Determine central ideas or 
themes of a text and analyze 
their development; summarize 
the key supporting

details and ideas.

What’s 
the 
point?

What are 
the key 
passages 
in support 
of the 
point?

How 
would this 
best be 
sum-
marized?

What 
should I do 
when I 
can’t 
determine 
the point?



EQs for Math Practice Standards
• What kind of a problem is this? What simpler or special 

cases can help me?
• Which operations and equivalences will simplify and help 

me solve the problem? Does my representation make 
sense in context?

• Is the conclusion logical? Is the conclusion plausible? 
Have I sufficiently supported my answer and shown my 
work? 

• How might I test this model? What are the limits of this 
(or any) mathematical model? How might this model be 
improved?
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Our Job as Educators

“Our role is to 
cause learning, 
not merely 
mention things.”

— Grant Wiggins and 
Jay McTighe
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4 Keys  to Engagement

Quiet questions in the mind of every 
student…
• Clarity: What am I aiming for?
• Context: Why should I care?
• Culture: Who is invested in my success?
• Challenge: How is it working for me?
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What Essential Questions Should Do 

(From the lens of the student)

• CLARITY: I can comprehend the question 
right from the beginning.

• CONTEXT: I can use my prior knowledge and 

experience to make sense of the question.

• CULTURE: I can share my thoughts with others 

without feeling foolish.

• CHALLENGE: As I continue to revisit the 

question, I can see the power of the inquiry —

becomes more interesting and/or complex.
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Clarity matters
The question 
should speak for 
itself.
–Simple (not 

simplistic) 
question
–Familiar 

vocabulary

• What is the problem
• What is the best 

approach/application/pr
ocess?

• How’s that working?
• What adjustments need 

to be made?
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What Essential Questions Should Do 
(From the lens of the student)

• CLARITY: I can comprehend the question right 
from the beginning.

• CONTEXT: I can use my prior knowledge 
and experience to make sense of the 
question.

• CULTURE: I can share my thoughts with others 
without feeling foolish.

• CHALLENGE: As I continue to revisit the question, 
I can see the power of the inquiry — becomes 
more interesting and/or complex.
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Networking Using Essential Questions
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Response Strategies

• Think and Share
• Class Survey
• Inviting Students’ Questions
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What Essential Questions Should Do 
(From the lens of the student)

• CLARITY: I can comprehend the question right 
from the beginning.

• CONTEXT: I can use my prior knowledge and 
experience to make sense of the question.

• CULTURE: I can share my thoughts with 
others without feeling foolish.

• CHALLENGE: As I continue to revisit the 
question, I can see the power of the inquiry —
becomes more interesting and/or complex.
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Building Classroom Culture
Establishing Norms

• Pausing to allow time for thought
• Putting inquiry at the center to reveal 

and extend thinking
• Probing to clarify
• Presuming positive intentions to support 

non-judgmental environment
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Inquiry Process
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What Essential Questions Should Do 
(From the lens of the student)

• CLARITY: I can comprehend the question right 
from the beginning.

• CONTEXT: I can use my prior knowledge and 
experience to make sense of the question.

• CULTURE: I can share my thoughts with others 
without feeling foolish.

• CHALLENGE: As I continue to revisit the 
question, I can see the power of the 
inquiry — becomes more interesting 
and/or complex.
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Moving Away from being Satisfied with 
the “Right Answer”

• Questions that don’t 
have a straightforward 
answer

• Questions that you 
can’t “Google”

• Questions that require 
examination of 
evidence

• Questions that lead to 
more questions
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Challenge students to think

Job of a teacher is to 
design the 
parameters for a 
culture of inquiry
–Text, data, 

phenomena to 
introduce and 
push the thinking

“The one 
who thinks, 

learns.”
— Judy Willis
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The Question(ing) is 
the Aim

Is the student
– Getting better at 

addressing such 
questions

– Becoming more 
independent in 
raising such questions 
and inferring them as 
involved in current 
work



Useful Assessing Qs

In addressing the Q, 
how well does the 
student –

– State and 
clarify the 
issues?

– Consider 
different points 
of view?

– Provide valid 
evidence?

– Make the case?
– Exhibit a 

thoughtful, 
personal 
response?
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When students struggle on an Essential 
Question, what is your response?

A. Talk through the question until every student 
has something to say.

B. Acknowledge that the question is one worth 
struggling over, but do not provide immediate 
assistance.

C. Offer an example (e.g., article, set of data, film 
clip) to make it come alive

D. Reframe the question to make it more concrete
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Key Take Away

• [MINE]: Essential Questions come alive when 
it is a student’s way of thinking and working.

• [YOURS]:
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