
 

 

The mission of GISD is to ensure that every student achieves maximum potential. 

GISD Curriculum News 

Asking Questions to 
Improve Learning 
Thinking is not driven by answers but 
by questions.  

rigor/engagement/higher-order thinking 

 

Strategy  
of the Week: 
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The importance of planned and purposeful 

questioning in the role of education cannot be 

understated.  An answer often signals a stop in 

thought or in a process; whereas, a question is the 

beginning of learning, of digging, of thinking, of 

processing.  Consider this analogy from the 

Foundation of Critical Thinking:  Feeding students 

endless content to remember (that is, declarative sentences to 

remember) is akin to repeatedly stepping on the brakes in a 

vehicle that is, unfortunately, already at rest. Instead, students 

need questions to turn on their intellectual engines and they need 

to generate questions from our questions to get their thinking to go 

somewhere. Thinking is of no use unless it goes somewhere, and 

again, the questions we ask determine where our thinking goes. 
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General Guidelines 
for Asking Questions: 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What Good Questioning 
Looks Like 

Category  Definition Example 

Evaluative 
Thinking 

Deals with matters 
of judgment, 
values, and choice 

What should be 
done to improve our 
health-care 
system?  Explain.   

Divergent 
Thinking 

Requires a 
response using 
independently 
generated data or a 
new perspective on 
a topic 

Write two different 
equations for which 
-5 is the solution. 
One should be a 1-
step equation; the 
other, a 2-step 
equation. 

Convergent 
Thinking 

Requires analyzing 
and integrating data 
to formulate an 
answer 

Which is the better 
temperature setting 
for a home freezer, 
-2°Celsius or -2° 
Fahrenheit? 

Cognitive-
Memory 

Requires only 
simple processes 
like recognition, 
rote memory, or 
selective recall to 
formulate an 
answer 

Name a novel 
written by Stephen 
King. 

 

Asking Questions Based on Gallagher and  
Ascher’s Taxonomy 

*Information in this newsletter, including charts, is from ASCD, 
Educational Leadership, website; The Thinking Center website; and 
The Foundation of Critical Thinking website. 
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Evaluate  Generalize Imagine 
Judge  Predict  Speculate 
If/Then  Hypothesize Forecast 

Compare  Contrast  Classify 
Sort   Distinguish Explain Why 
Infer   Analyze  Transform 

Complete  Define  Describe 
Identify  List   Observe 
Recite  Select  Report

 – Lowest Level – 
Requires one to gather 
information 
 

– Middle Level – 
Requires one to process the 
information 
 

– Highest Level –  
Requires one to apply the 
information 

Students were assigned to 

draw a monster and develop 

Level I, II, and III questions. 
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Questioning Sequencing and Patterns 
Some studies indicate some teachers rarely use the higher-cognitive-level questions in the above 
taxonomies, and even fewer teachers use question sequencing, in which each question builds on the 
answer to the previous question (Wragg & Brown, 2001). Researchers studying teachers' questioning 
patterns found that 53 percent of the questions that teachers asked stood alone, and 47 percent were 
part of a sequence of two or more questions. Of this 47 percent, only 10 percent were a part of a 
sequence having four or more questions (Wragg & Brown, 2001).  Understanding the following 
question sequences and patterns provides teachers direction and structure for their questions, helps 
clarify for students what teachers expect of them, and fosters a climate of meaningful classroom 
dialogue leading to enhanced thinking and learning.  

– Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development (ASCD) 

Sequence/Pattern Type Explanation Example 

 
 
 

Extending and Lifting 

This questioning pattern 
involves asking a number of 

questions at the same 
cognitive level—or 

extending—before lifting the 
questions to the next higher 

level. 

"What are the features of geometric 
points? What is a geometric line? What is 

a geometric plane? An angle divides a 
plane into what two regions? What 
objects in this classroom could be 
represented by points, lines, and 

planes?"  Notice, the first four questions 
are all at the same cognitive level 

(extending); the fifth question requires 
students to think at a higher level (lifting). 

 
Circular Path 

This pattern involves asking a 
series of questions which 

eventually lead back to the 
initial position or question. 

"Were Hitler's actions against the Jews a 
manipulation of—or a reaction to—

people's prejudice? Explain." 

 
 

Same Path 

This questioning pattern 
involves asking questions at 

the same cognitive level. This 
pattern typically uses all lower-

level, specific questions.  

"What is motion? What is speed? What is 
instantaneous speed? What is constant 

speed?" 

 
 
 

Narrow to Broad 

 
 

This pattern involves asking 
lower-level, specific questions 

followed by higher-level, 
general questions. 

"What is a writ of habeas corpus? Why 
did Lincoln suspend habeas corpus and 
order the arrest of Baltimore's mayor, the 

police chief, and members of the 
Maryland legislature? Did Lincoln have 
the right to do this? Why or why not? 

Describe other scenarios in which you 
believe that the government should 

suspend individual civil liberties for the 
greater good." 

 
 

Broad to Narrow (Funneling) 

 
Question sequence begins 

with low-level, general 
questions followed by higher-

level, specific questions. 

"What is ecology? What are 
ecosystems? What are some ways 

ecosystems can change due to nature? 
Explain how ‘succession’ affects an 

ecosystem. How did Rachel Carson's 
Silent Spring affect perceptions about the 

relationship between environment and 
ecosystem?" 

 
Backbone with Relevant 

Digressions 

The focus is not on the 
cognitive level of the questions 
but on how closely they relate 
to the central theme, issue, or 

subject of the discussion. 

"What kinds of people are pictured in the 
photograph? What do you notice about 

their facial expressions? About their 
clothing? Where do you think the 

photograph was taken? Explain. What 
mood or feeling does the photograph 

create? Explain." 
 


