Asking Questions
Asking and answering questions are central to the learning process and to effective teaching. Do
teachers use this technique and do they ask questions that require students to think?
Good questioning techniques help instructors achieve three extremely goals:
Formative Assessment – Questions provide immediate feedback to help you determine if your
students are learning. Your students’ responses signal you to proceed or possibly to return to some of the
points they didn’t quite understand.
Student Engagement – If you are asking questions, good questions, your students are thinking.
Questions put their minds in gear so to speak. In that way, your questions are a catalyst for learning.
Rich and Enhanced Learning– Well constructed questions get students thinking about the
important concepts and help them go beyond memorization to learning and understanding.
What questions should instructors ask? Obviously instructors should use their course learning
objectives as the basis for questions. The questions should be those underlying concepts, principles,
facts, and details associated with the course outcomes. These could be called the micro-objectives.
Formulate question so the correct responses will validate your students’ command of those microobjectives – the concepts, principles, facts, and details by which you will assess their command of the
course objectives.
Questions instructors should use are ones we all know: Who, What, Where, When, Why, and
How? Instructors should also use cause-and-effect and hypothetical questions.
Other types of questions that could be added to the list are for those teaching a lab or hands-on
course, is performance. Such a question might begin with “Show me how …” or “Please demonstrate …”
Perhaps the most challenging tactic is to wait silently for an answer. The silence can feel
awkward, but it may be the only way to get some students to respond. Still it should not be overdone. A
long period of silence will create a stressful situation for the students.
If you criticize a student’s response, or in any why make a student feel dumb, you will lose that
student. Actually, it may even be worse. You may create an enemy whose written comments on his or her
end-of-term evaluation will be less than flattering.
Some final words of wisdom about asking questions in class:











Prepare questions in advance, ones that will promote student learning.
Don’t be too rigid. Improvise. Adapt to your students’ responses.
Avoid yes/no questions, especially ones like, “Did everybody understand that?” and the totally
useless “Are there any questions?”
Use technology such as online threaded discussions and clickers.
Use questioning techniques that engage your students but don’t intimidate or criticize them.
Use questions to find out what your students know, not ones that embarrass or punish them for what
they don’t know.
Reflect on your questioning after each class. Decide what worked and what didn’t work. Make
adjustments for the next class.
Work on your technique. Questioning is a skill and an art.
Practice your art. Questioning must be a habit. You need to make good questioning your habit.
Ask one of the most important questions of all: How am I doing?

