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The Big Questions: the WHY and the HOW
Overview: Questions… 

WHY?

HOW?
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Exam questions
What “exam-level” is each of these questions? Why?

1	(Speaking)	
What	are	some	of	the	issues	you	have	to	deal	with	when	you	
start	a	new	job?

3	(Writing)	
“Stereotypes	help	us	understand	the	world.”	
To	what	extent	to	you	agree	with	this	statement?

2	(Speaking)		
A	friend	has	just	passed	her	driving	test	and	you	want	to	buy	her	a	
present.	What	sort	of	presents	would	be	suitable?	Discuss	your	ideas	
together,	and	then	choose	one.	

B2

B1

C1



5

Exam questions
What makes these questions “different”? Topic? Tasks?  

What	are	some	of	the	issues	you	have	to	deal	with	when	you	start	a	new	
job?

“Stereotypes	help	us	understand	the	world.”	
To	what	extent	to	you	agree	with	this	statement?

A	friend	has	just	passed	her	driving	test	and	you	want	to	buy	her	a	present.	
What	sort	of	presents	would	be	suitable?	Discuss; choose	one.	

C1

B2

B1

Topic:	abstract,	complex
Task:	examine	+	question; draw	conclusions

Topic:	simple,	factual
Task:	describe;	explain; list,	rank	or	order	

Topic:	you	have	probably	experienced	this,	or	know	someone	who	has	
Task:	demonstrate	understanding;	solve	
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Bloom’s Taxonomy
Encouraging deeper, more meaningful responses  

← assess, evaluate

← create, hypothesize

← draw conclusions

← solve, interpret

← describe, classify

← label, match

Higher order thinking

Lower order thinking
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Questions in course books  
Order the stages: 

a. Match the verbs + nouns from the text; then complete the 
sentences with the collocations. 

b. What sorts of events can you see in the pictures? 
c. What do you think will happen in the world in 50 years’ 

time, and why? 
d. Read the paragraphs quickly. What opinion is being 

expressed in each? Match each paragraph to one of the 
opinions listed. 

e. Which event do you think is most likely to come true?   

Logical	order:	 b,	e,	d,	a,	c
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Questions in course books  
What do these tasks ask students to do? 

1. What events can you see in the pictures? 

2. Which event do you think is most likely to come true?   

3. Read each paragraph. 
What opinion is expressed in each one? 

4. Match verbs + nouns; complete sentences. 

5. What do you think will happen in 50 years’ time? Why?

describe

personalise

understand

interpret

draw conclusions personalise
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Getting students to think more deeply
Solutions, Intermediate, ‘Visions of the future’, U5E
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Questions in language teaching
The purpose of questions – exams, course books, …. ?

• EXAM sts: tasks to elicit their best English

• COURSEBOOKS: help notice > understand > use new language

• help sts focus on language (as appropriate)

• challenge sts (as appropriate)

• engage & involve; personalise

• AND – manage the class; give choice; motivate; get feedback …



12

Questions in language teaching
Teacher awareness? 

• Exams: tasks to elicit their best English, per level
• Course books: help students notice > understand > use new language
• Focus on language
• Challenge, engage, involve; personalise, manage the class etc. etc. 

.	.	.	the	
best	possible	

learning	experience	
for	our	students?	
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How do YOU ask Qs?

< - - - Never – Sometimes – Usually – Always - - - > 

1. I ask a mix of individual / open-class Qs. 

2. (in this order) I nominate* a S, and then ask the Q. (*name)

3. If a S doesn’t understand, I immediately rephrase the Q.

4. I immediately acknowledge if an answer is correct or not.

5. I let Ss write down their ideas before they say anything. 

6. I ask Ss to discuss ideas in pairs before they answer.

7. I ask a balance of open and closed questions. 

U
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Recipes …

If we know exactly what we 

do, then we have a much 

better chance of being able 

to improve it.
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Question types 1 (reminder)

Have you had a good 
week? 

What did you enjoy most this 
week, and why?

Are you having a lovely 
birthday?

How are you spending your 
birthday? 

= Closed  /  Y/N  Qs = Open  /  Wh- Qs

• Give you facts
• Are quick to answer
• Check sts’ knowledge
• Keep control

• Give opinions + feelings
• Elicit longer answers
• Ask for reflection
• Hand over control
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Question types 2 (reminder)

1. “What did you get for your birthday?” 

2. “What other things do people get for their birthdays?” 

3. ‘necklace’:  “How many syllables does this word have?”

Which Q(s) does the teacher not know the answer to?  

= Display Questions = Referential Questions

• check students’ 
knowledge / 
comprehension

• teacher already knows 
the answer 

• require info, or opinion
• focus on content 
• T doesn’t necessarily know

answer
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A “lesson of questions”

12

Questions in course books  
What do these tasks ask students to do? 

1. What events can you see in the pictures? 

2. Which event do you think is most likely to come true?   

3. Read each paragraph. 
What opinion is expressed in each one? 

4. Match verbs + nouns; complete sentences. 

5. What do you think will happen in 50 years’ time? Why?

describe

personalise

understand

interpret

draw conclusions 

Referential Qs

Referential Qs

Closed  /  Y/N  Qs

Open  /  Wh- Qs

Display Qs

Open  /  Wh- Qs

Which Q-types do you use, and when, in a lesson?  
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A “lesson of questions”

Lead-in / Brainstorm a topic 
Elicit ideas / opinions

Text comprehension Qs
‘Noticing’ language in a text
Matching words / phrases

Language clarification
Gap-fill activities

Concept check Qs

Personalisation (of language)
Ss relate to / reflect on the topic

Ss use new language to ask/answer Qs  
Ss take control / ’own’ language

Display Qs

Referential Qs

Start:

Middle:

End:

Referential Qs

Open  /  Wh- Qs

Closed  /  Y/N  Qs

Open  /  Wh- Qs
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Facts about Questions, Wait time
Survey in USA; all subjects:

1. On average, a Teacher allows less than 1 second wait time.

2. Trained Teachers allow 3-5 seconds’ wait time.

3. Teachers give stronger students longer to answer Qs.

True or False?  

Rowe, M.B. (1974) 
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• more students are able to answer

• more answers are accurate

• the length of student responses increases

• weaker students are more likely to respond.

Facts about questions
If you wait   l o n g e r  , ...  

Rowe, M.B. (1974) 

(	1,000,		2,000,		3,000,	….	)	
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The Big Questions: the WHY and the HOW
What next? 

• KNOW what we are doing (“recipe”!)
• Ask the right Q. at the right time, in the right way
• Enable Ss to express themselves with new language
• Involve and challenge our Ss appropriately

The	best	possible	
learning	experience	

for	our	students	!
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The Big Questions: the WHY and the HOW
Think of 1-2 things to focus on, e.g.  

I ask the Q., and only then nominate a student. 

I don’t immediately acknowledge if an answer is correct.

I let Ss write down their ideas before they say anything. 

Plan Qs in advance: write them on post-its. 
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The Big Questions: the WHY and the HOW
“Mapping” your questions 

rachelappleby.edublogs.org

Hopkins,	D.	(1985).	

Question 
distribution 

among students
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The Big Questions: the WHY and the HOW
Recording, and analysing your questions

Question type & 

purpose

rachelappleby.edublogs.org



25

Questions ….

• Appraise / evaluate your experiments! 

• Analyse any changes in your classes 

• Apply new ideas to try out strategies 

• Understand how different Qs & Q-techniques 

affect your students  

• Know what you do in your own classes 

for us, for teachers:
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üPowerpoint	slides
ü Ideas	for	logging	and	recording	
what	you	do	in	your	lessons
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