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Effective questioners are motivated and not afraid to ask questions about 
the past, the present and to explore the future. They have an extensive 
range of question types and techniques at their disposal, which they use 
with discernment and sensitivity to occasion. A well-formed questioning 
habit involves being ready, willing and able to;
•	 Not take things at face value
•	 Be less likely to accept answers uncritically
•	 Ask questions of oneself as well as of others
•	 Get under the surface of things
•	 Be comfortable with uncertainty and ambiguity
•	 Not be afraid of the ‘don’t know’ state of mind
•	 Be playful, yet systematic and analytical
•	 Be socially aware of the impact that questions may have on others
•	 Challenge others’ thinking
•	 Understand and use different types of question for different purposes
•	 Recognise that revealing their own uncertainties helps them learn.

Five big culture shifts to get you started. Ask yourself – how 
might you:
•	 Value and praise good questions as well as good answers?
•	 Make it safe for people to disagree…see it as an interesting 

situation from which to learn?
•	 Put enquiry mindedness on display…share your 

enthusiasms, display unfinished lines of enquiry?
•	 Develop open-end challenges?
•	 Build your lessons from intriguing questions?

1 Questioning - a well formed habit

2 Five big culture shifts
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You make it clear to students 
which learning habits and 
processes they are using. You 
try to make every aspect of the 
learning process as visible as 
possible through the language 
you use and through the words 
and images you display on the 
walls.

You design activities that 
combine the dual objectives of 
‘what’ will be learned and ‘how’ 
it will be learned. You make 
sure students know that the 
content they are learning is a 
way of giving their minds a useful 
workout. (The content is the 
vehicle for learning)

3 �The six principles that lie behind teaching 
for Learning Power

For example: Use displays of exploratory 
questions such as:
We are thinking about the different effects of 
closed and open questions:
•	 What kind of answers do closed questions 

give us?
•	 What kind of answers do open questions give 

us?
•	 When might we use a closed question?
•	 What are closed questions useful for?
•	 When might we use open questions?
•	 What are open questions useful for?
•	 Can you change a closed question into an 

open question?

For example: Put the ‘how’ before the ‘what’ in 
constructing objectives or intentions.
Research shows that objectives relating to 
‘understanding xxx’ or ‘knowing yyy’ are less 
likely to motivate a learner to make the effort than 
those that start with some indication of the sort of 
‘effort’ or way of doing something
For example: We are going to…
•	 …work as a team to decide why…….
•	 …use open questions to design……
•	 …conjure up your imagination to ….

1: Visible learning…Surfacing learning

2: Dual focus teaching…blending content and process In
 p
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Your lessons are designed to 
intrigue your students. Students 
don’t put in the effort unless 
their energy and attention are 
captured by what they are doing. 
You capture your students’ 
emotional engagement by giving 
them more of a stake in the 
process of learning.

You have realised from your 
own life that what is engaging 
tends to be what is challenging. 
Since you see education as a 
preparation for a learning life, 
you help students to learn how 
to handle increasing degrees of 
complexity and uncertainty. 

For example: Give students opportunities to 
design projects
At the start of a class project…. write a series of 
questions on separate pieces of cards and give 
each group a set of the cards to share equally. 
Students then decide:
•	 the best order for the questions in order to do 

the project well;
•	 whether they need all the questions or if 

some are irrelevant in the context;
•	 whether there are any missing questions and 

if so, what they might be;
•	 and later, what they have learnt about 

questions from this.
Thus students are given a real stake and sense 
of involvement in the process of learning both 
immediately and into the future of the project. 

Use the ‘support to continue‘ technique: 
questions not answers.
If students freeze when something is tricky, 
offer supportive questions not answers. A basic 
support to continue is ‘What might you do 
next?’, and when this has been done simply ask 
the question again. To extend the ‘support to 
continue’ approach, try using phrases like:
•	 What have you already tried? What else 

might work?;
•	 Why is this proving difficult? What is it that 

you can’t do?;
•	 What did you do last time? I wonder what you 

did to move on?.

3: Emotional engagement…Capturing attention

4: Handling uncertainty…Challenge
In
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Learning is both a sociable and 
a solitary activity, and you offer 
your students opportunities to 
experience both. You develop 
interdependent learners who 
know how to handle themselves 
in collaborative groups and able 
to move around in the social 
space of learning to best effect.

You understand that students 
have to learn how to manage 
and organise their own learning 
and that the way to do this is 
by giving them increasingly 
demanding opportunities to do 
so. You orchestrate students 
taking charge of their learning by 
expecting them to plan what they 
do, distil meaning from it, and 
revise it accordingly.

For example: Use Think, Pair, Share – 
purposefully
Offer students a problem or question which is 
more substantial than simple recall.
•	 Think – Allow plenty of individual think time to 

engage with the issue.
•	 Pair – Students then try out their ideas, 

(discuss, clarify, challenge) with a ‘Learning 
Partner’.

•	 Share – The pair share with another pair, and 
subsequently with the whole class to arrive at 
a range of possible answers. They come to 
know and shape their views by collaborating 
with others.

Use as a simple strategy to prepare students for 
working together in teams, having first thought 
it through for themselves (Think), checked their 
ideas out with a talk partner (Pair), before moving 
on to contributing to a group (Share). At each 
point students are exposed to the views of others 
which encourages them to revise and refine their 
initial thinking.

For example: Use learning prompt mats ...
•	 at the start of this process to prompt the use 

of and reflection on questioning.
In
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5: Relationships…Working together

6:  Reflection and responsibility…Taking charge

Questioning learning mat

I 
asked a 

tricky question 
without upsetting 

the  person

I 
used a useful 

closed question to 
clarify my search.  

I 
take careful 

note of the answers. 
These help me 

construct the next 
questions.I 

asked a useful 
open question.

I 
turned a statement 

into a question.

I 
asked some 

‘between-the-line’ 
questions.

I...
I’m 

learning 
how to ask ‘data-

gathering 
questions.

I 
can sort 

‘useful’ from ‘not 
useful’ questions.

How well did I 
Question today?
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Questioning 1) 
Attentiveness 2) Search skills 3) Self-talk 4) Questioning 

to focus on 
5) Questioning 

to open 

Embodies
Finds seeking new 
ideas/experiences 
absorbing & rewarding.

Searches, questions and 
seeks new experiences to 
achieve unusual /unique 
results.

"Everyone would say I’m 
inquisitive. I take a 
questioning approach to 
learning and life."

Uses incisive questions to 
get to the heart of the 
matter.

Relishes questions 
without knowing where 
they lead. Plays Devil’s 
Advocate.

Organises
Fascinated by both detail 
& the big picture. Keeps 
on track.

Combines a blend of 
questioning & search 
strategies to pursue their 
own lines of enquiry.

"I organise how to find 
things out. I don’t shy 
away from 
difficult/challenging 
questions."

Uses varied frameworks 
purposefully to gather 
information. Keeps a 
handy bank of questions 
at the ready.

Pursues provocative 
questions to stimulate 
thoughts/new ideas.

Values
Eager to dig deeper, and 
assess validity of 
garnered information.

Uses robust questioning 
skills to focus deep 
(internet) search.

"I enjoy the challenge of 
finding things out. I look 
for new ways to find 
things out."

Uses question funnels to 
refine, re-evaluate and go 
deeper.

Asks ‘what if’ hypothetical 
questions and explores 
hunches.

Responds
Notices relevant detail, 
subtlety, nuance in what 
questioning reveals.

Makes wide discerning 
use of internet, symbols, 
gadgets tools.

"I like to think about what 
things are or how they 
work."

Uses questions to sort, 
sift, filter, clarify and 
probe. 

Uses open questions to 
generate expansive 
responses.

Receives
Attends to/looks for 
relevant detail unearthed 
by questioning with help.

Developing use of search 
tools incl. book 
index/contents, library 
skills, search engines.

"I need help to find the 
best questions to ask."

Uses direct and closed 
questions, when 
requested, designed to 
uncover specified detail.

Uses indirect, open 
questions to open up 
possibilities where 
prompted.

Lacks
Doesn’t attend to detail. 
Looking but not seeing. 
Too ‘busy’.

Reliant on adults to find 
things out.

"I just want people to tell 
me thing." "I can’t be 
bothered to find things out 
myself."

Asks questions without 
understanding their 
function.

Asks closed questions, 
expecting elaborated 
responses.
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6 �Team Reflection and Planning 
Personal Action Reporting

Evidence from my questioning experiments that I will report to the team at the next 
meeting
Displaying increased curiosity:

Increased attention to detail:

Reduction in the ‘please tell me’ outlook:

Greater inclination to find things out for oneself:

Improved internet search skills:

More precise questions that uncover the required information:

Reduction in ill-directed questions:

increased sensitivity to the likely impact of questions:

More ‘what if’ type questions:

Others you may have observed:
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www.tloltd.co.uk

www.buildinglearningpower.co.uk

Approved courses from TLO
TLO offers a range of courses, on-line learning, conferences and resources to stimulate and 
extend schools’  
practice in Building Learning Power.

– Enhance understanding and skills

– Ensure BLP principles are interpreted  for full effect

– Encourage staff to explore and experiment

Our new in-depth courses fit any budget – and really work.

For more details contact

TLO Limited	 t:	 0117 937 8080
The Park Centre	
Daventry Road	 e:	 learningpower@tloltd.co.uk
Bristol
BS4 1DQ	 w:	 www.bulildinglearningpower.com

	 w:	 www.tloltd.co.uk

TLO Limited have worked closely with Professor Guy Claxton since 2001. Together we 
have sought to create a dynamic programme for translating and extending his ideas into 
effective practice, in ways that can benefit every classroom and every young person. 
Schools, teachers and children have participated in every stage of this exciting journey of 
development. Our growing range of publications, face to face and on-line training and other 
on-line materials and training is the fruit of this endeavour.




