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An IDEA for PLANNED questioning strategies

 I    dentify the key Qs in relation to learning objectives/outcomes
 D  ecide on level & sequence of questions 
 E   xtend the key questions with subsidiary questions
 A  nalyse the answers you are given and decide on follow-up responses

E. C. Wragg & George Brown (Routledge, 2003)



Appropriate Challenge

“Insanity is doing the same thing over and over again 
and expecting diff erent results.”

          Albert Einstein

Intended Outcomes:
What do I want pupils to

learn/develop?

        
        .....................................................................

        .....................................................................

Recognising Achievement:
How will I/pupils know that they have

achieved the intended outcomes?

        .........................................................

        .........................................................

        .........................................................

Opportunities:
What variety of activities/
tasks exist/can we create?

        ................................................

        ................................................

        ................................................

        ................................................

        ................................................

        ................................................

Sharing:
How will I share my intended outcomes with pupils?

           ....................................................................................................

          ....................................................................................................

Planning Planning 
ChallengeChallenge
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Generating questions to encourage independent & creative thinkingGenerating questions to encourage independent & creative thinking

•   Provide students with a stimulus (visual/audio/object etc)
•   Ask them to come up with 3 questions about the stimulus (either on their own or in groups)
•   Then ask them to ensure that at least TWO of their questions are ‘higher order’ (see Bloom’s)
•   Ask students to explain their reasoning to each other as they work through this process.

How you might use this ...

•   As a starter to introduce a new topic or simply get them all focused and thinking
OR

•   Share the questions generated and decide which you will use to guide their learning during the 
     lesson/topic

OR
•   As a plenary - to consolidate their learning to make links to the nexet piece of work

NB   The key is for them to refrain from playing ‘guess what’s in the teacher’s head’, so try to 
         encourage them to create their own connections and lines of enquiry and enjoy the variety 
         of responses they come up with.

Using multiple intelligences & learning styles

8-way thinking-pupil-friendly multiple intelligences:

Encourage leading 
learners:

Ask students to
take the lead for 
the group or for
the collation of
ALL of the
themed questions
from the WHOLE
class, for
example all the
number questions
or all of the words
questions.

Inspired by Independent Thinking
http://www.independentthinking.co.uk

 

numbers

people

feelings

nature

TOPIC

sounds actions

words

sights
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Developing independent enquirers : two thinking toolsDeveloping independent enquirers : two thinking tools

Introduction
Independent enquiry involves the ability to use and combine the entire spectrum of thinking skills 
from information processing to reasoning, from creativity to evaluation.  Take a look at the QCA’s 
defi nition for example.  The framework describes an ‘independent enquirer’ as a person who can: 
 -  identify questions to answer and problems to resolve 
 -  plan and carry out research, appreciating the consequences of decisions 
 -  explore issues, events or problems from diff erent perspectives 
 -  analyse and evaluate information, judging its relevance and value 
 -  consider the infl uence of circumstances, beliefs and feelings on decisions and events 
 -  support conclusions, using reasoned arguments and evidence. 

Enquiry: structured, supported or open? 
The aim of enquiry-based learning is for students to progressively take full responsibility for the 
content, processes and outcomes of their enquiries.  Many students, however, need to be 
protected into that change – a novice enquirer will fl ounder if an enquiry is too ‘open’, lacking a 
clearly explained structure that will support their thinking and make the enquiry process explicit.  
At the same time, a tightly structured enquiry risks being too ‘closed’ if the topic, questions, data, 
and method have all been predetermined.  The trick is to provide the kind of support that does not 
rob students of a sense of ownership and excitement.

Introducing enquiry 
Below are two specifi c classroom activities relevant for students who would benefi t from structured 
enquiry – the fi rst stage of the progression model. Both involve thinking tools specially designed 
to help students to an understanding of what an enquiry is, how it can be structured and how they 
can generate questions to guide enquiries of their own.  

Thinking tool 1: MysteryThinking tool 1: Mystery

A ‘mystery’ is a problem solving activity based round a given central question that is open to more 
than one reasonable answer. The information or ‘clues’ needed to answer the question are 
presented on separate slips of paper that your students will analyse, sort, sequence and link. 

Mysteries are a good introduction to enquiry because they:
 -  provide your students with an enquiry experience that fi ts neatly into one lesson 
 -  provide you with the opportunity to make enquiry structures and skills explicit and 
     memorable 
 -  motivate – the narrative thread that runs through a mystery will successfully engage your 
     students and they will be eager to fi nd out more about the characters at the centre of the 
     action and events. 

Mystery: instructions for making 
Identify a theme in your topic that will lend itself to enquiry or which would benefi t by being ‘
problematised’ and ‘personalised’ in a narrative. For example a science project on energy might 
lend itself to a mystery, ‘Why did Mr and Mrs Green sell their car?’ 

Make a set of 15-25 slips that provide the necessary information. Continuing with the Greens’ car 
sale example, a set of slips might include: 
 -   6-7 background or context clues (e.g. Mrs Green’s driving licence/wage slips/ pension 
     plan/date/method for measuring CO2 emissions)  
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 -  4-5 actions or causes of change (e.g. doctors report on Mrs Green’s heart, CO2 emissions 
     report, visit of Greenpeace activist) 
 -  4-5 reactions or eff ects of change (e.g. application to join the local golf club, email 
     regarding sale of house, car sale advert) 
 -  2-4 red herrings to confuse. They are relevant to the theme but not to the enquiry 
     question (e.g. formula for combustion, nuclear energy facts) 
 -  1-3 pieces of irrelevant information (e.g. Mr Green’s favourite food) 

Mystery: instructions for teaching 
 -  Organise your students into groups of four and give them the key  ‘mystery’ question.
 -  Show them the information slips and explain that their task is to solve the mystery by 
     providing a full answer to the question.  Encourage them to think of a strategy for doing 
     this.
 -  Hand out the information slips and allow the students to get on with it. Some will 
     sequence the slips into a story, others may group together those that relate to each 
     character. 
 -  Hear the conclusions as well as the diff erent strategies that students have used. 
 -  If appropriate, students could then be asked to classify the information in a variety of 
     diff erent ways, e.g. into sets of background, long-term, short-term and trigger causes .
 -  Other possibilities could involve asking students to prioritise the reasons they have found 
     or linking the evidence in a Concept Map.

Mystery: teaching tips 
Introduce the mystery tool by asking, ‘Who in real life solves mysteries?’ Having established that this 
is typically the work of detectives, you can ask, ‘How do they do this?’ and draw out from your 
students suggestions about the enquiry process.  Vary the level of diffi  culty by changing the 
amount, complexity and literacy demands of the information, by introducing all the slips at once, 
or distributing them in stages. 

Allow room between your pieces of information for ambiguity and inference. Enquiry often throws 
up facts that can appear unrelated until new evidence provides the link and the ‘Ahh…now it 
makes sense!’ moment.  Allow questions to clarify meanings and terminology on the slips. 

Mystery: talking about thinking 
Words that might help in the course of the activity and in the plenary are: 
 enquire, infer, plan, link/connect, probable, analyse, hypothesise, conclude, evidence, 
 possible, sequence, predict, refi ne, data, certain 

Plenary questions might include: 
 -  How did you solve the mystery? 
 -  Is that a full answer; is there anything left unexplained? 
 -  What assumptions/inferences have you made: are they reasonable? 
 -  What have you learned that could help you to fi nd answers to your own questions? 
     What other information could be presented as a mystery? 

The Standards site has a selection of subject specifi c mysteries and other thinking tools .  These can 
accessed at: http://www.standards.dfes.gov.uk/secondary/keystage3/all/respub/ws_lil_ts
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Thinking tool 2: Inference SquareThinking tool 2: Inference Square

The inference square is a particularly eff ective strategy 
for stimulating curiosity and for encouraging students 
to take ownership of the enquiry process. 
It is also useful for students who tend to take information 
at face value, as it encourages them to:
 -   ‘read between the lines’ - drawing inferences 
     from what they see or read
 -   take a more take critical approach to the 
     information and evidence they are using during 
     their enquiry, therefore increasing the validity 
     their conclusions.
You can download an inference square template from: 
http://www.teachingexpertise.com/fi les/Inference%20square%20template.pdf

Inference square: instructions
The inference square stimulates curiosity by starting with an intriguing source - usually a picture or 
photograph - that will act as a starting point for enquiry.
1. Organise students into groups of four and distribute the source and the inference square 
    template.
2. Working outwards from the centre, students must respond to a series of questions:
 -   What does this source/picture/information tell you for certain?
 -   What can you infer (work out) from this source?
 -   What does this source not tell you?
 -   What questions do you have?
These questions draw students into an increasingly sophisticated analysis and evaluation of the 
source and spur them to create enquiry questions of their own. 

Inference square: teaching tips
With a more complex picture, you could overlay a grid and ask each group of students to look in 
detail at a diff erent section. This tends to encourage students to look longer and ‘see more’ within 
their particular section.

Make the skill of inference more explicit and visible to your students by asking them to draw lines 
between facts they have recorded in the central box and the related inferences.  The example is 
taken from an inference square on Victorian towns.

Inference square: talking about thinking
Students will fi nd the following words useful to help them talk about their thinking:
 fact, opinion, certain, infer/inference, hypothesis, source, evidence, challenge, question, 
 evaluate, useful, reliable, connection, prove, inquire 

Encourage students to explain the inferences they have made with reference to the source, asking, 
‘What made you think that?’, ‘What are the clues in the source that led you to that conclusion?’ 

Other talking points might include:
 -  What’s the diff erence between giving an opinion and making an inference?
 -  What’s the diff erence between imagining and making an inference?
 -  When might ‘reading between the lines’ be a useful skill to have in everyday life?

This article was fi rst published in an e-bulletin - issue September 2008.
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Archaeological Enquiry MethodArchaeological Enquiry Method

•   This method is borrowed from archaeology, whereby students are encouraged to formulate a 
     wide range of questions and develop hypothesis based on a single object.  It works from the 
     object ‘outwards’.
•   One of the many benefi ts of this approach is that it can be a way to encourage links with 
     previous learning/learning from other subjects/personal experiences.  As a result, 
     underachieving and/or disengaged students can fi nd a way to connect with their learning.
•   Students can use it to generate questions in an entirely open way or can be prompted by 
     referring to specifi c subject discipline-related skills and thinking.
•   In addition, the approach can be used to scaff old higher order questions, supporting lower 
     ability students and encouraging higher ability students to ‘go deeper’ and put a brake on their 
     thinking.
•   Each group can then take responsibility for the teaching of other groups in what they have 
     learnt.
•   NB a key component of this method is to underpin the enquiry and questioning with the 
     question: “How will I/we fi nd out?”

Examples:
    Students may come up with ...
Build a sequence of
      questions in
   response to an
           object ... Who used/uses this?

When was/is this used?

What is it made of?

How was/is this made?

What was/is it used for?

Where was/is it used?

What does it say about the people/
environment/communities?

Why was/is it important?

What do I think about it?

What do others think?

Why does it matter to anybody NOW?

How does this link with what I already 
know?

How does this link with my OWN life?

What if we used this now?

HOW WILL I 
FIND OUT?

  



Structuring enquiry-based learning & group work discussionsStructuring enquiry-based learning & group work discussions

TASC: Thinking Actively in a Social Context (Belle Wallace)TASC: Thinking Actively in a Social Context (Belle Wallace)

TASC means Thinking Actively in a Social Context and is a framework that helps develop thinking 
and problem solving skills. With TASC students can think through a problem to the best outcome 
– and understand why it’s the best outcome. It guides you through the stages of thinking and 
problem-solving in an organised way.  If you have a complex or wide-ranging problem you want to 
tackle, it off ers a means of organising and synthesising a range of ideas.

TASC – Thinking
•  Can be improved;
•  Can cope with complexity;
•  Across the spectrum of human abilities.

TASC – Actively
•  Ownership of learning;
•  Part of decision-making;
•  Self-esteem;
•  Aware of long-term goals.

TASC – Social
•  Independence;
•  Inter-dependence;
•  Enviro-dependence.

TASC – Context
•  Immediately relevant – concrete;
•  Wider world - abstract.

The framework empowers learners to:
-  Work independently yet within an inclusive school policy;
-  Develop skills of research, investigation and problem solving that can be used across the 
    curriculum;
-  Develop a positive sense of self as active learners;
-  Demonstrate their abilities using the full range of multiple intelligences;
-  Develop skills of self-assessment.

TASC provides teachers with a framework for:
-  Lesson planning that systematically develops students’ thinking and personalises their learning;
-  Eff ective planning for diff erentiation and extension;
-  An holistic approach to incorporating the multiple intelligences;
-  Assessing the processes of students’ learning.

Students can learn these expert thinking skills and gradually become more like expert thinkers. 
They need to use the TASC Wheel to guide the stages of their thinking. TASC provides a model for 
Inclusion and Personalised Learning: more able students can fl  y with it; children with special 
learning needs can use it as a thinking support.

Any method that claims to develop students’ problem-solving skills should include the following:
•  Learners need to gather and organise what they already know at the beginning of each new 
    topic.  In this way both teachers and students identify what is known and understood.  
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    This makes it possible to diff erentiate in lesson plans, and to avoid repetition of work for the more 
    able.  Repetition often leads to the more able becoming bored and frustrated. 
•  Students need to establish the criteria for success at the beginning of the task. More able 
    students also need examples of excellence to analyse so that they can identify what they are 
    trying to achieve; this helps them to evaluate their own work and measure their own success 
    against known criteria.
•  Since able students often easily satisfy the expectations of their teachers, they need to be 
    challenged to achieve excellence beyond the norm.
•  Learning is crystallised when students refl ect on the ‘what’ and the ‘how’ of their learning. All 
    learners need to be able to see how they are developing and progressing. By analysing what new 
    knowledge, skills and concepts they have learnt at the end of every topic, students can consider 
    how they can be used elsewhere within and beyond school.

The TASC wheel can be used to help assess students’ problem-solving ability.  This can be used in 
conjunction with the following.

Gather and organise
Does the student show:
•  a wide knowledge of the topic?
•  recall of extended information?
•  a sound understanding of advanced 
   concepts?
•  the ability to organise data in complex 
   groups?

Identify
Can the student:
•  demonstrate full understanding of the tasks 
   set?
•  explain the task fully?
•  work to advanced/high-level objectives?
•  identify missing detail or knowledge?

Decide
Can the student:
•  demonstrate full understanding of the tasks 
   set?
•  explain the task fully?
•  work to advanced/high-level objectives?
•  identify missing detail or knowledge?

Generate
Can the student:
•  suggest alternative methods?
•  collect and organise a variety of evidence?
•  see diff erent perspectives?
•  fi nd new ways of accomplishing tasks?

Evaluate
Can the student:
•  evaluate work against criteria?
•  see ways to improve work?
•  carry out improvements?
•  refl ect on the quality of the task?

Implement
Can the student:
•  carry out a plan effi  ciently?
•  monitor and analyse progress?
•  change direction when necessary?
•  see the next steps clearly?

Learn from experience
Can the student:
•  refl ect on and learn from experience?
•  transfer skills and knowledge?
•  retain new knowledge?
•  articulate new skills?

Communicate
Can the student:
•  explain clearly to others?
•  share what is known?
•  select relevant information?
•  present in diff erent modes?

Remember that you can move forwards and backwards through TASC stages – changing and adding 
to your ideas.  For more information visit: www.nace.co.uk. 
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The TASC Problem-Solving WheelThe TASC Problem-Solving Wheel

Children can cut and laminate the TASC wheel and fasten it with paper clips into their writing 
books.  They can also redesign the wheel and invent their own symbols for each stage of the 
problem-solving wheel. Then pupils can use the wheel to guide their thinking and planning. 
Importantly, the problem-solving process must be used across the curriculum whenever it is 
appropriate.

© Belle Wallace (2000) Teaching the Very Able Child: Developing a Policy and Adopting Strategies for Provision,
David Fulton Publishers (in association with NACE)
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Developing Learners’ Language for Thinking: Self and Group Developing Learners’ Language for Thinking: Self and Group 
AssessmentAssessment

Questions to Develop Thinking in the TASC Problem-Solving ModelQuestions to Develop Thinking in the TASC Problem-Solving Model

© Belle Wallace (2001) Teaching Thinking Skills Across the Primary Curriculum
(NACE/Fulton Publication) David Fulton Publishers

How have I changed?
What do I think and feel 

now?
How else can I use what I 

have learned?
How would I do this 

again?

What will happen 
because of my decision 

or action?
What are the arguments 

for and against?
Which are the most 

important ideas?
What is my plan?

How do I check my 
progress?

Am I doing this correctly?
Is my plan working?
What do I do next?

Who can help me?
Where can I fi nd 

out more?
What do other 
people think?

Is there another way 
to do this?

What have I done?
Could I do it better 

next time?
Did I solve the problem?

Did I work as well 
as I could?

Would I do it diff erently 
next time?

What are my goals?
What am I trying to do?
What are the obstacles?

What do I need to do 
this?

Why can’t I do this?
What do I need to know?

Who can I tell?
How can I tell or present?

What should I say?
How can I explain?
How do I interest 

someone else?
Do I have the right 

information?

What information do I 
have?

How much do I 
understand?

Have I met this before?
What questions can I ask?
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Assessing my ProjectAssessing my Project

© Belle Wallace, June Maker et al. (2004) Thinking Skills and Problem-Solving – An Inclusive Approach
David Fulton Publishers, with acknowledgement to Karen Collins and Usanee Anuruthwong

Do I now know a lot more 
about the topic?

Am I working as well 
as I could?

How else can I use what 
I’ve learned to do?
How have I made 

progress?

Did I choose the most 
important information?

Did I plan my work?
Did I plan my time 

properly?

Did I choose the best way 
to do the task?

Did I check that my plan 
was working well?

Did I need to change my 
plan?

Did I stop to think of 
plenty of ideas?

Did I collect lots of 
information?

Did I try something new?

Did I understand what I 
was trying to do?

Did I know how to make 
the work excellent?

Did I know what else I 
had to fi nd out?

Do I think that my work is 
good or excellent?  
Can I explain why?

How can I improve my 
work?

Did I explain my work to 
others well?

Did I think of diff erent 
ways to share my work?

Did I know a lot about 
this topic when I started?
Did I put what I already 

knew into groups?
Did I know where to fi nd 

out more?
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Practical teacher observation checklist outlining general problem-Practical teacher observation checklist outlining general problem-
solving abilities (identifi ed through DISCOVER/TASC observations)solving abilities (identifi ed through DISCOVER/TASC observations)

© Belle Wallace, June Maker et al. (2004) Thinking Skills and Problem-Solving – An Inclusive Approach
David Fulton Publishers, with acknowledgement to Karen Collins and Usanee Anuruthwong

•  Uses clues and new information
•   Selects relevant information
•   Develops own ideas
•   Focuses on task
•   Persists, especially on diffi  cult tasks
•   Happily engaged
•   Works to plan
•   Sees consequences
•   Stretches boundaries of task
•   Defi nes new problems and invents solutions

•   Makes several groupings of ideas and things
•   Invents strategies for problem-solving
•   Develops others’ ideas
•   Understands tasks quickly
•   Distinguishes important features
•   Organises materials
•   Generates several ideas
•   Needs minimum explanation
•   Explains task easily

•   Ideas are used by other children
•   Recalls strategies
•   Transfers strategies
•   Sees connections
•   Refl ects on own practice
•   Suggests improvements
•   Explains and justifi es
•   Discusses similarities and diff erences
•   Monitors own progress
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The Fox Thinking ToolThe Fox Thinking Tool
How it works:
•   Organise students into groups. 
•   Give each student a ‘wedge’ on which to write their own personal thoughts/ideas.
•   Each student in the group takes their turn to read out what they have written.  As this is done, 
    they stick their wedge to the previous wedge, eventually creating a doughnut shape.
•   The doughnut is placed on a large piece of paper and a circle is drawn around the inner ring.
•   Students then agree similarities in each of their contributions and make a bullet point list on the 
    inner ring.
•   The doughnut is then removed and the students are asked to respond to sub-questions, using 
    the bullet point list as a start point for their responses.
•   Several sub-questions can be asked (maximum three) before the students have enough 
    information to create their action plan.

Why it works:
•   Encourages/allows ALL students to contribute and listen during a brain-storming session.
•   Slows thinking down, encouraging students to consider alternate views/ideas to their own.
•   Everybody HAS to be involved.
•   Everybody’s contribution is visibly valued as part of the process.
•   Allows big questions to be tackled in manageable ‘chunks’.
•   Prevents rushing ahead into what is believed to be required or ‘the right answer’.
•   Allows students to think at their own level, starting at their own entry point, and work on from 
    there.

From the Critical Skills Programme
http://www.criticalskills.co.uk/

• ..............................................

• ..............................................

• ..............................................

• ..............................................

 

1.  Each student has 
one ‘wedge’ to write 
their ideas/thoughts 
on.

5.  Students then have all 
the information they need 
to generate their 
action plan.  Opportunities 
for the groups to explain 
their thinking to other 
groups an seek alternative 
views could also be created 
at this stage.

4.  The students then use this 
central information to 
develop their responses to a 
sub-question(s).  They could 
also use this opportunity to 
learn from other groups’ 
fi ndings.

3.  The students then 
identify similarities between 
what is written and agree 
a list of four or fi ve bullet 
points, written in the centre 
of the doughnut.

2.  Each student reads 
out their thoughts, 
explains their think-
ing and sticks them 
together to create a 
‘doughnut’.
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Higher Order QuestioningHigher Order Questioning

 Good questioning is a key component of the eff ective teachers’ repertoire

 •  Key questions are identifi ed in planning, to assist with input delivery and as a basis for 
     formative assessment;
 •  Probing questions are used early on in a unit, to establish prior learning;
 •  Questions can uncover pupils’ errors and misunderstandings;
 •  Questions can invite pupils to explain their ideas, approaches and views;
 •  Questions can challenge pupils to think more deeply;
 •  Imaginative questions can really inspire children, and stimulate creative activity.

Building Blocks to ThinkingBuilding Blocks to Thinking

Bloom’s TaxonomyBloom’s Taxonomy

Bloom’s taxonomy is very useful both in planning objectives and in planning increasingly 
challenging questions.  The taxonomy classifi es educational objectives into groups according to 
the level of cognitive complexity involved and kind of thinking needed to meet the objectives.

In summary, Bloom’s taxonomy suggests that people fi rst need to acquire knowledge before they 
can understand the knowledge.  They need to be able to understand the knowledge before they 
can apply it to diff erent contexts.  They need to be able to apply knowledge before they can 
analyse, question or infer from the knowledge.  Only when they have done that can people 
combine diff erent kinds of knowledge to create new knowledge.  Finally, when a person is able 
to combine knowledge in this way, they are then able to evaluate.  Moving between these stages 
demands increasingly complex thinking on the part of the learner.

Building on Bloom’s Taxonomy, teachers can easily move students to recall more than simple 
knowledge-level facts. By asking higher-order questions, teachers can require students to think 
about what they’ve learned and fi nd ways to apply it to their lives and other disciplines.  Over the 
page are some examples of questions that go with each level of Bloom’s Taxonomy.

 

 E V A L U A T IO N  - J u d g e  

S Y N T H E S IS  - C r e a te  

 A N A L Y S IS  - 

R e la tio n s h ip s  

 A P P L IC A T IO N  - U s e  

 K N O W L E D G E , C O M P R E H E N S IO N  

HIGH
Give an opinion, Judge, rate – best, worst etc., Choose, 
Recommend, What to do diff erently …

HIGH
Create, Compose, Invent, Hypothesise, What would happen 
if …, Design, Be original, Combine form several sources.

HIGH
Categorize, Compare/contrast, alike/diff erent, Cause eff ect, 
Relevant/irrelevant, Find fallacies, Fact/opinion.

MIDDLE
Use what you have learned in school in another place or 
situation.

LOW
Tell, Find, Summarise in your own words, Locate, Name. D C A*AB
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 First stage of lower-order thinking
Knowledge

This stage mainly involves recall or facts. Questions and prompts could include:
•  “Can you tell me what ………?”
•  “Can you remember ………...?”

•  “What is the …………………..?”
•  “What do you know about?”

•  “Can you (list tell, describe, identify, show) …….. ?

 

 

Second stage of lower-order thinking
Comprehension

This stage covers the understanding of key concepts.  Questioning prompts 
include:

•  “How does this work?”
•  “Can you describe for me …..?”

•  “What does the evidence suggest?”
•  “What is your interpretation of ……?

Third stage of lower-order thinking
Application

This stage is about using the information acquired and the methods learned. 
Question prompts include

•  “Are you able to demonstrate …..?”
•  “Can you (calculate, illustrate) …….?”

•  “Where else would we see ……?”
•  “Can you show me how …….?

 
First stage of higher-order thinking

Analysis
This stage involves problem-solving, with some abstract thinking.  

Question prompts include:
•  “Why did ………… ?”

•  “Can you explain ……. ?”
•  “What caused ……….. ?”

•  “Can you compare and contrast ……….. ?”

Strategies for Generating Challenging and Creative Questions   17



Questions FROM more able pupilsQuestions FROM more able pupils

•   It is crucial that children with potential to think in highly creative ways are given the opportunity 
    to ask questions themselves.
•   They need encouraging to take these mental plunges into the unknown.
•   They also need support in acquiring the ability to frame their questions properly.

Ten ‘Top Tips’ for eff ective questioningTen ‘Top Tips’ for eff ective questioning

1.   Use of body language (eye-contact, smiling, raising eyebrows, nodding etc.) to encourage 
      responses.
2.   If a child doesn’t respond at all, ask a simpler question that leads to the answer to the original 
      question.
3.   Use wrong answers constructively, so that children retain the confi dence to think for 
      themselves.
4.   Do not ignore answers.   Make a positive response of some kind, perhaps off ering alternative 
      suggestions to be considered.
5.   Place key questions, including those for higher attainers, in the introduction to each planned 
      lesson segment, i.e. the lesson intro, the focused group work and the plenary.
6.   Direct your questioning, with pre-planned diff erentiation for higher attainers.
7.   More able (G&T) pupils need their own particular questions.
8.   Invite specifi c individuals to respond.
9.   Allow pauses for refl ection and response, and do not answer your own questions.
10. Use sequences of increasingly diffi  cult questions.

 

 
Third stage of higher-order thinking

Advanced Evaluation
This stage involves reasoned hypotheses and substantiated judgements.

Question prompts include:
•  “Why do you think …….. ?”

•  “How would you (assess, rank, measure, convince) …….. ?”
•  “How do you discriminate between ……….. ?

Second stage of higher-order thinking
Synthesis

This stage involves more advanced complex and abstract thinking.
Question prompts include:

•  “What if we ……….. ?”
•  “How would you (create, plan, generalise) …….. ?”

•  “How else might we (combine, formulate, arrange, write) …….. ?”
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Questions/Prompts to Develop Cognitive ThinkingQuestions/Prompts to Develop Cognitive Thinking

•   When have you done something like this before?
•   How do you feel if ………. ?
•   Yes, that’s right, but how did you know it was right?
•   When is another time you need to ………. ?
•   Stop and look carefully at what you are doing.
•   Can you think of another way we could do this?
•   Where have you done that before to help you solve a problem?
•   How can you fi nd out?
•   How is ………. Diff erent from (like) ………. ?
•   Tell me how you did that.
•   What do you need to do next?
•   What do you think would happen if ………. ?
•   What do you think the problem is?
•   Why is this one better than that one?
•   Let’s make a plan so we don’t miss anything.

 

Creating More ChallengeCreating More Challenge

Starters
•   Set investigations across a sequence of lessons.
•   Select pupils to set the starter activity.
•   Address the same objective through texts and tasks at varying levels.
•   Use pair or small group work with ability pairings or groupings at times.
•   Expect pupils to articulate rules or patterns to clarify understanding.
•   Have tasks or examples that require higher-order thinking skills.
•   Use diff erentiated or open-ended questioning.
•   Make a statement and ask for it to be justifi ed.
•   Exploit the power of the follow-up question: ‘What makes you think that?’
•   Have a range of tasks based on the same text or focus.
•   Ask more able pupils to articulate the skills involved in completing particular tasks.

Whole class
•   Use diff erentiated questions.
•   Diff erentiate expectations.
•   Prepare questions targeted on particular pupils that refl ect their needs and personalities.
•   Prime able pupils for contributions that extend the experience of all.
•   Pitch texts just above the independent reading level of the class.
•   Avoid over-exposure of able pupils.
•   Direct questions to individuals to involve able pupils in interactive discussion.
•   Expect able pupils to articulate what has been learned.
•   Give an oral commentary with the more able in mind.
•   Involve pupils in modelling if appropriate.
•   Ask able pupils to articulate explanations and principles.
•   Make it possible for able pupils to enter tasks at a higher point.
•   Use modelling to build the confi dence of able pupils.
•   Model problem-solving at diff erent levels.
•   Use the terminology to support meta-cognition.
•   Model only that which able pupils need to know.
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Group work
•   Recognise that able pupils are entitled to teacher time.
•   Identify able pupils’ shared needs and group accordingly.
•   Use additional adults as mentors.
•   Create task-specifi c groups.
•   Vary group membership.
•   Ensure that there are times when the ablest pupils work together.
•   Ensure that able pupils have the opportunity to follow and to lead.
•   Give able pupils roles in group work that refl ect their abilities.
•   Have group group/pupil targets, not just class targets.
•   Promote self-evaluation.
•   Recognise and use the linguistic expertise of multilingual pupils.
•   Use out-of-lesson conferencing, for example with mentors.
•   Encourage pupils to set questions, not just to provide the answers.
•   Negotiate over objectives, styles of response and criteria for evaluation.
•   Be open to suggestions that build on the pupils’ cultural backgrounds.
•   Decide together on the objectives to be addressed by able pupils.
•   Discuss possibilities over presentation.
•   Allocate challenging roles in group work, for example, chairing the group, taking responsibility 
    for moving discussion forward.
•   Use peer editing or marking.
•   Require the articulation of principles and development points.
•   Expect ‘diff erent’ rather than just ‘more’.
•   Help able pupils to contribute to the success of others.
•   Focus on qualitative outcomes.
•   Explore possibilities for acceleration.
•   Give all learning a time frame, but match timing to potential.
•   Compact the task and give a limited focus to promote depth.
•   Plan to engage with higher-order thinking skills.

Plenaries
•   Expect pupils to off er explanation, not just presentation.
•   Exploit the possibilities of presenting in role and reporting back.
•   Encourage able pupils to take notes for feedback.
•   Allow able pupils a diff erent timescale for feedback, for example via OHP or ICT at the end of the 
    week.
•   Be aware of the attitudes of other pupils.
•   Focus on the articulation of what has been learnt, using appropriate terminology.
•   Tackle demanding objectives.
•   Instil the habit of refl ection on learning.
•   Build understanding of the big ideas.
•   Enable able pupils to work with others of similar ability.

Independent work
•   Marking should be formative, not just celebratory, and should be focused on specifi c criteria.
•   Share diff erentiated success criteria in advance.
•   Vary styles of response and avoid excessive pressure.
•   Off er the inspiration that can come from meeting older pupils who are gifted or talented.
•   Encourage self-checking based on prompt sheets for self-analysis.
•   Monitor independent reading round the subject.
•   Learn about the process of enquiry via the published comments of practitioners.
•   Extend and exploit the conventions of diff erent text types.
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•   Match texts and tasks to pupils’ abilities through negotiation based on high expectations.
•   Establish extra-curricular groups.
•   Foster originality, independence and initiative.
•   Set investigative, research-based tasks.
•   Make time for individual feedback.
•   Promote extended reading and writing.
•   Expect the use of ICT and encourage (monitored) e-mail link-ups with able pupils in other 
    schools.
•   Consider having students in training as e-mentors for able pupils.
•   Ensure appropriate access to ICT.

Summary
•   Questioning is a fundamental strategy in the eff ective teacher’s repertoire.
•   Open questions, especially conceptual and value-based questions, suit AGT children well.
•   Highly eff ective teachers plan questions in advance and use them for a range of purposes, 
    e.g. to challenge and assess the more able.
•   Questions which promote analysis, synthesis and evaluation are essential to promote higher-
    order thinking in more able children (G&T).
•   As we have seen, the higher the subject level, the higher the order of thinking that is required.  
    Questions to more able children must refl ect this reality.
•   Various techniques need to be deployed if the able, gifted and talented are to be eff ectively 
    questioned.
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De Bono’s Six Thinking HatsDe Bono’s Six Thinking Hats

What is it?
Six Thinking Hats is a strategy devised by Edward de Bono which requires students 
(and teachers), to extend their way of thinking about a topic by wearing a range of 
diff erent ’thinking‘ hats:

 •   White hat thinking focuses on the information available and needed.
 •   Black hat thinking examines the diffi  culties and problems associated with a topic.
 •   Yellow hat thinking focuses on benefi ts and values.
 •   Red hat thinking looks at a topic from the point of view of emotions, feelings and 
      hunches.
 •   Green hat thinking requires imaginative, creative and lateral thinking about a topic.
 •   Blue hat thinking focuses on refl ection, metacognition (thinking about the thinking that 
      is required), and the need to manage the thinking process.

The colours help students to visualise six separate modes of thinking and to convey something of the 
meaning of that thinking, for example, red as pertaining to matters of the heart, white as neutral and 
objective. 
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What is its purpose?
Students learn to refl ect on their thinking and to recognise that diff erent thinking is required in 
diff erent learning situations.

Hat         Explanation   De Bono    Key Questions
      says to think of … 

Reference: de Bono, Edward. (1992). Teach Your Child How to Think. London : Viking.

•  Focuses directly on 
   the available 
   information
•  Facts
•  Neutral information
•  NOT argument or 
   making suggestions.

•  Emotions
•  Feeling
•  Hunches
•  Intuition
•  Likes and dislikes 

•  Most used of all the 
   hats
•  Concerned with truth 
   and reality
•  Hat of critical thinking
•  Prevents us from 
   making mistakes

•  Benefi ts of an idea
•  Yellow hat is full of hope 
   – logical hat so the reason 
   behind the hope must be 
   given
•  Seeks to fi nd and show the 
   benefi ts

•  ‘Active’ hat
•  Used for creative thinking
•  Concerned with proposals, 
   suggestions, new ideas, 
   alternatives, new solutions 
   and inventions
•  Emphasis is on ‘newness’

•  Overview
•  The process control
•  Above the thinking, 
    looking down on thinking
•  Thinking about thinking!

White  

Red

Black

Yellow

Green

Blue

Blank paper
Computer printout

Fire and warmth

Stern judge

Sunshine and 
optimism

Grass, trees, 
vegetation

Blue sky (above 
everything)
Conductor of an 
orchestra

1.  What information do we 
      have?
2.  What information is missing?
3.  How do we get the 
      information we need?

1.  What do you like about the 
      idea?
2.  How do you feel about this?
3.  What don’t you like about 
      this?

1.  Will it work?
2.  Does it fi t?
3.  What are the dangers and the 
     problems?

1.  What are the benefi ts?
2.  Why should it work?

Key questions should focus on:
1.  Exploration of the ideas
2.  Proposals and suggestions
3.  Alternatives
4.  New ideas
5.  Provocations

1.  What sort of thinking is 
      needed?
2.  Where are we now?
3.  What is the next step?
4.  Where have you been?
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How do I do it?
Consider an issue or topic which you would like your students to explore, for example, the 
infl uence of an advert on its intended audience.  Explain what thinking is required for each of the 
hats.  Have students working in small groups to ask themselves a range of questions:

 •   White hat - what are the facts about the advert? 
 •   Black hat - what are some of the negatives about the advert? 
 •   Yellow hat - what do people gain from looking at this advert? 
 •   Red hat - how does the advert make us feel? 
 •   Green hat - what could be changed to make the advert more accessible or more 
      appealing?
 •   Blue hat - how do the mass media in general aff ect our culture? 

Groups report back to the whole class about the types of ideas generated using the six hats.  The 
teacher points to the breadth of views and thoughts, and explains that this is as a result of making 
ourselves apply a range of diff erent types of ’thinking‘. 

How can I adapt it? 
Six Hat Thinking can be applied to many situations in which brainstorming, problem solving, 
creative and lateral thinking are required.  This strategy can be a very useful tool in reviewing a 
range of texts or even creating a character profi le. How can it be used to evaluate students’ 
language learning?

There is a range of possible assessment outcomes in using Six Hat Thinking including:
•   Understands and interprets the task 
•   Uses strategies to assist or facilitate discussion 
•   Contributes to discussion 
•   Comprehends and applies the six ways of thinking
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Plenary PyramidPlenary Pyramid

List 3 things you learnt today, 2 things you are unsure about and 1 question you would like to ask.

MY NEXT STEPS:

(statement)

What I will NOW do/try 

NEW STRATEGIES 
APPROACHES:

(3 key words)

What I have tried/learnt 
today

INTENDED OUTCOMES:

(2 sentences)

What I want to happen next

 

 

 

1. A question I would like to ask

3. What I learnt 3. What I learnt 3. What I learnt

2. What I am unsure about2. What I am unsure about
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Possible checklist of challenging activitiesPossible checklist of challenging activities

                             Strategy                       Frequency      Example

Planned sequences of higher order
questions at various stages of the lesson

Time & resources to ‘go deeper’

Individual/group enquiry-based learning

Individual/group structured open-ended
tasks

Diff erent entry points (including student-
determined)

Explicit thinking & questioning skills

Planned & structured opportunities for
refl ection

Links to other subjects

Links to ‘real’ world/personal experiences
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Useful WebsitesUseful Websites

www.nace.co.uk – home of NACE: National Association for Able Children in Education – the only 
independent source helping teachers in their daily teaching.  Go here for specialist advice, 
resources for teachers and pupils, national conference, CPD and the famous NACE Challenge Award 
self-Evaluation Framework – info@nace.co.uk 01865 861879

http://www2.teachernet.gov.uk/ - home of GTWise – Quality Standards and loads of information 
here to support the management of G&T provision.

http://www.londongt.org – London Gifted & Talented – a fantastic interactive site – if you register, 
you’ll get a password that allows you to access pupil activities and teacher resources.

www.nagcbritain.org.uk – organisation that supports the parents/carers of G&T pupils.

www.barryhymer.co.uk – Barry Hymer’s site – he does loads of courses and training/conferences.  
Lovely chap, very personable and might be good if you wanted to organise a conference/training 
day (also does P4C courses!)

www.YG&T.co.uk – newly created website to support ALL national developments in G&T 
Education.  Acts as the hub of all things G&T.

www.independentthinking.co.uk – an educational consultancy with resources available on the 
website.

www.thinkingclassroom.co.uk – Mike Fleetham’s site – he does courses and training and has 
resources available on his website.


