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WHAT IS A QUESTION?
In a survey, participants were asked to read 10 scenarios based on a day in the life of a
teacher called Sarah. They were asked to decide whether or not there is a question in
each scenario.

Scenario 1: One of Sarah’s colleagues is discussing with fellow teachers a
lesson he has just given on countries of the world. During the discussion Sarah
realizes that she doesn't know how many countries there are. Interested to
know, she interjects saying ‘how many countries are there’. Her colleagues
respond with several different figures.

Was there a question in this scenario?

95% of survey participants said yes, there was a question

3% have said no

2% were unsure

https://www.philosophersmag.com/essays/186-what-is-a-question

https://www.philosophersmag.com/essays/186-what-is-a-question


WHAT IS A QUESTION?

Scenario 2: Sarah returns to her classroom and remembers that she has
promised a friend who will be visiting that she will find out where the nearest
butchers to her house is. Being a vegetarian she has no interest in this herself
but nevertheless she types “local Edinburgh butchers” into Google and notes
down the information.

Was there a question in this scenario?

72% of survey participants said yes 

21% said no 

7% were unsure



WHAT IS A QUESTION?

Scenario 3: Sarah is trying a new route home from work. Along the route she
comes to the side of a busy, unfamiliar road with no pedestrian crossing. She
looks both up and down the road before crossing to check if there are any
vehicles coming and then proceeds to cross safely.

66% of survey participants said yes

28% said no 

6% were unsure



WHAT IS A QUESTION?

“What is a question: a question is an information 
seeking act”

“Questioning is an important means of seeking out the 
information that we need in order to decide how to act”.

Watson, 2018

https://www.philosophersmag.com/essays/186-what-is-a-question

https://www.philosophersmag.com/essays/186-what-is-a-question


WHAT CONSUMES 80% OF CLASS TIME?

Some studies suggest that of every 5 questions asked in the classroom: 

Data recall questions 

Managerial question

Higher-order thinking question

1

1

3



PURPOSES OF QUESTIONING

Borich, 2017, 224



TYPICAL PATTERN – RIGHT OR WRONG? 
IRE/IRF pattern of classroom interaction

Initiation – Teacher: What’s the capital city of Argentina?

Response – Student:  Buenos Aires

Reaction/Evaluation/Feedback – Teacher: Yes, well done

T: What time is it?
S: 2:30
T: Thank you

T: What time is it?
S: 2:30
T: Well-done

Teacher: What does your grandfather do? 
Student 1: Teacher. 
Teacher: He’s a teacher, good, what does 
your grandfather do? 
Student 2: My grandfather dead. 
Teacher: Good.



BETTER PATTERN - BASKETBALLING

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=y8
bHMd3PosM

“Pose = pose the question
Pause = pause for at least three seconds
Pounce = pounce on one student
Bounce= and then bounce that student’s 
response to another student (for evaluation, 
explanation, correction, etc.)”

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=y8bHMd3PosM
http://myedmondsnews.com/2014/02/girls-basketball-glacier-peak-buries-meadowdale-74-29/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/




WHAT’S WRONG WITH THESE QUESTIONS? 

Is everything clear?
Do you understand?
Do you have any questions? 



INSTEAD TRY THIS…

’No hands up’ (except to ask a question)
Random selection of Ss
Allow volunteers after random selection
Pose question first, name last

‘Hot Seat’ questioning
All-student response systems
ABCD cards 
Mini white-boards
Exit pass



INSTEAD TRY THIS…

HINGE QUESTIONS
must be diagnostic questions not discussion questions;

focus on troublesome knowledge—things that students are known to 
find difficult

Where is the verb in this sentence?

The dog ran across the road
A B C D

     



AND THIS …

SHELL QUESTIONS 

Wiliam, 2015, p. 128



AND THIS…

“ 1 hour students spend devising questions 
about what they have been learning with 
correct solutions is more effective than one hour 
spent completing practice tests”

Wiliam, 2015, p. 126



Wiliam, 2015, p. 127



WHAT LEVEL OF QUESTIONS ARE USED?



WHAT LEVEL OF QUESTIONS ARE USED?

Given the following fragments of geometric 
shapes, which can be used to construct a 
triangle?

How can you make a triangle w/o a ruler?

In which of the following do you see a triangle? 
Why? How can you differentiate it from other 
shapes?

Can you draw a triangle for me?

In your own words, what is triangle?

What is the definition of a triangle?



Convergent/closed/direct/ 
Lower order

Divergent/open/indirect
Higher-order





Mishan and Timmins, 2016, Material 
Development in TESOL, pp. 105-106



Mishan and Timmins, 2016, 
Material Development in 
TESOL, pp. 105-106



WAIT-TIME 
15 

seconds

3 
seconds

Lower order

Higher order






RESEARCH ON WAIT-TIME SHOWS THAT…

 it is common for teachers to allow one second (!) after the end of 
a question to allow students to begin their response 

 teachers tend to leave less than a second of gap between the 
end of a student’s response and the teacher beginning to respond 
to what the student had said

Wiliam, 2015; Borich, 2017



WHEN WAIT-TIME IS EXTENDED…

The following changes occur…

•Increase in the average length of student responses
•Increase in unsolicited but appropriate student responses

•Decrease in failures to respond

•Increase in statements that involved drawing inferences from evidence
•Increase in student-initiated questions

Farrell, 2017, p.46



ASKING QUESTIONS 

Ineffective ways to question, when…

using complex, broad questions

asking too many at once

expecting only one single answer from the SS

answering the question yourself

using questions as a punishment

using the same kind of questions all the time

Effective Questions… 

are clear and brief

are purposeful

cause thinking 

are well-sequenced

are meaningful and thought-provoking

give time for the SS to THINK

build on SS’ answers 

Provide data that inform teaching



HELPFUL RESOURCES 

Borich, G. D. (2011). Effective teaching methods: Research-based practice. Upper 
Saddle River, N.J: Pearson Merrill/Prentice Hall.

By Dylan Wiliam on Questioning: 

https://soundcloud.com/teacher-acer/podcast-special-dylan-wiliam-on-effective-
questioning-in-the-classroom

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=y8bHMd3PosM

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Mh5SZZt207k

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jPo1fFQshUY

https://soundcloud.com/teacher-acer/podcast-special-dylan-wiliam-on-effective-questioning-in-the-classroom
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=y8bHMd3PosM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Mh5SZZt207k
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jPo1fFQshUY
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