
 

 

 

 
 
 
 

 

Effective Questioning Techniques: how can teachers use 

these skills to promote excellent Teaching and Learning? 

 

Introduction 

 
One of the most interesting areas of classroom pedagogy is the use of questioning. All teachers, in every 

subject use this skill within their lessons to measure progress and engage the class; therefore this is a 

vital skill with a teachers toolkit. There are a variety of attributes which questioning aids from helping 

with classroom behaviour to enabling and enthusing students to develop their skills further and in much 

greater depth. The use of effective questioning and other questioning techniques is often overlooked by 

professionals as just a part of their day to day routine and is very rarely developed further to challenge 

students. In this study I will aim to explore a variety of aspects of questioning including: the importance 

of ‘wait time’, effective questioning techniques and ‘no hands up’ questioning and evaluate the impact 

that this has on both the students and creating effective Teaching and Learning. 

 
As part of a whole school initiative ‘Progress’ has been earmarked as an important factor in all students 

learning. Teachers have been asked to explore a variety of ways in which ‘Progress’ could be developed 

from use of data to the focus of this research piece; ‘Questioning Techniques’. 

 
DFES (2004) outlined the purpose of questioning as the following: 

 

 

to check on prior knowledge and understanding; 

to interest, engage and challenge pupils; 

to stimulate recall, mobilising existing knowledge and experience in order to create new 

understanding and meaning; 

to focus pupils’ thinking on key concepts and issues; 

 
 

Action Research Project: Questioning 



to help pupils to extend their thinking from the concrete and factual to the analytical and evaluative; 

to lead pupils through a planned sequence which progressively establishes key understandings; 

to promote reasoning, problem solving, evaluation and the formulation of hypotheses; 

to promote pupils’ thinking about the way they have learned. 

 
Whereas other practitioners such as Bonne and Pritchard (2007) take a much more general approach 

and state that questioning is “any form of language that is aimed at eliciting a response” 



Through researching what the purpose of questioning is, this gave me a structure as to measuring the 

effectiveness of questioning, although the measuring of data would be qualitative not quantitative 

 
To gain feedback and data on the various aspects of questioning; a a team of 6 practitioners of different 

subjects were gathered. Miss Binks delivered a training session outlining the three areas of questioning I 

wished to focus on further ‘wait time’, ‘no hands up’ and ‘quality questioning’. I asked each practitioner to 

focus on one area within their lessons for the next week and then evaluate what the effect of this was. 

 
‘Wait Time’ 

 
 

Tobin and Capie (1980) de 가�ne wait time as the following “Wait Time refers to the period of teacher 

silence that follows the posing of a question (Wait Time 1) as well as that following an initial student 

response (Wait Time 2)” Through extensive research by Tobin and Capie they found that using a wait 

time of at least three seconds had the following bene 가�ts: 

 
‘The length of student responses increased More frequent unsolicited contributions were made An 

increase in logical consistency of student’s explanations occurred Students voluntarily increased the 

use of evidence to support inferences The incidence of speculative response increased The number of 

questions asked by students increased Greater participation by all learners occurred ‘ 

 
Two practitioners explored the use of wait time within their lessons, they had been asked to trial this 

initially with two groups: asking the same questions to students of the same ability but in each group they 

would vary their wait time from two seconds to 가�ve seconds and then summarise the answers that 

students  gave. 

 
Practitioners found through giving students 2 seconds to answer knowledge based questions, students 

coped well. The were able to recall previous knowledge and give factual answers with certainty. The 

results for these knowledge based questions were no different in giving a longer amount of time. 

However when teachers developed these questions further from basic recall to analytical and evaluative 

questions students who were given 2 seconds often couldn’t extend their answers before the teacher 

moved on. In comparison the students who were given a longer ‘wait time’ of 5 seconds had the 

opputunity to formulate answers, have thinking time and produced much better and more extensive 

answers. 

 
‘No Hands Up’ 



The more usual scenario is repeated in classrooms everywhere. Teacher asks a question. A few hands 

shoot up - always the same hands. The hands that aren't raised instead prop up drooping heads, or 

twiddle pens. Those who raise their hands listen in class, engage with the topic and so achieve more 

highly. The others, often, let their attention drift. "They're foregoing the opportunity to get smarter," says 

Dylan Wiliam, deputy director of the Institute of Education. 

 
‘Where hands-up in class is banned’ Megan Lane (BBC Report 2010) 

 

 

This report by Megan Lane, a BBC Educational reporter lead me to explore the use of ‘No Hands Up’ 

questioning and evaluate the results of this technique. Dylan Williams states that "Those who didn't 

usually raise their hands were shocked that they had to pay attention. Those used to volunteering an 

answer were nonplussed by their removal from the spotlight," 

 
Two teachers were given the opportunity to strictly use ‘no hands up’ questioning within their lessons, 

they applied this technique to the same ability group; to keep the results for this questioning technique 

as fair as possible both teachers pre-planned the questions they were going to ask. 

 
Teacher A, told students at the beginning that they were going to have a ‘no hands up’ lesson. They  

stated that it was remarkable to see the amount of students still putting their hands up after timeless 

reminders that they were not going to be asked to answer, sort of a ‘Pavlovian’ response to imminent 

questions. Teacher A made sure that in-between asking the questioning and asking for an answer she    

left plenty of thinking and contemplation time (approximately 10 seconds for more complex questions). 

She remarked that at 가�rst she was choosing students randomly, after a few minutes of contemplation 

she realized that she had actually developed a habit of asking students who she knew would have a     

good go at the answer; in replacement of this she then decided to use a random name generator to  

select students to answer. Teacher A remarked that there was some moans and groans about everyone 

having to answer; however each student did give an answer that gauged their progression against the 

learning objective because “I felt under pressure not knowing when I was going to be asked to answer by 

the teacher”. 

 
Although some teachers shy away from using ‘no hands up’ in the fear of making students hate them or 

humiliating them in front of their peers, this research found that as long as you have a safe and secure 

environment in which students feel as if they can make mistakes without ridicule and a good 

relationship with the class, all if not most will be on board with the technique of ‘no hands up’. 



 
 
 

’Exit Pass Post-Its’ from one of the No Hands Up lessons. 

‘Quality Questioning’ 

There a variety of questions that can be asked within a lesson and a de 가�nition of the different types are 

given by TEEP (2008) as follows: 

 
A teacher can use open or closed questions. A closed question is one in which there is a limited 

number of acceptable answers, most of which will have been anticipated by the teacher. An open 

question is one for which there are many possible answers, most of which will not have been 

anticipated by the teacher. 

 
Higher order questions encourage divergent thinking: 

 
 

Application Questions: these questions ask students to apply essential knowledge to new settings and 

contexts. For example: How could you demonstrate the use of this concept? How would you illustrate 

this concept in action? 



Analytical Questions: ask students to dissect key information and analyse essential concepts, themes 

and processes. For example: How are these two characters alike or different? What is an analogy that 

might represent this situation? How would you classify these literary works? What are the major 

elements that comprise this sequence of events? What are the major causes of this situation? 

 
Synthesis Questions: require students to formulate a holistic summary of key ideas, make inferences, 

or create new scenarios. For example: What would you hypothesise about these unusual events? What 

do you infer from these statements? Based on the facts, what predictions would you make? How might 

you 가�nd a solution to this ecological problem? 

 
Interpretive Questions: are open-ended questions that require students to formulate opinions in 

response to ideas presented in print or non-print form (e.g. art work, music, etc.) Students must 

support their opinions with direct textual evidence. For example: What does Frost mean when he says, 

“I have miles to go before I sleep?” Why does the photographer emphasize only the subject’s eyes? 

What mood does the composer want to convey in this passage? 
 
 

Evaluative Questions: require students to formulate and justify judgments and criticisms based upon 

clearly articulated evaluative criteria. For example: Why did you decide to choose that course of 

action? How would you rank these choices? How might you defend that characters actions? How 

would you verify that conclusion? 

 
Miss Binks has spent a lot of time in her teaching career using ‘Blooms Taxonomy’ and the TEEP 

framework to differentiate outcomes and learning objectives however she hadn’t spent that much time 

really contemplating what type of questions she was asking students and what type of questions they 

were asking me. In order to assess the sort of questions I asked all students in a group to create a 

question they would like to ask about a particular painting (Guernica by Pablo Picasso). Without any 

guidance students created a question about the piece of work, the results were fairly strong, most 

students chose fact/knowledge based questions to ask e.g. What was the piece about?, Where was it 

set?, What is it made from?. 



 
 
 
 
 

 

Initial Questions asked by students 
 
 
Miss Binks found that without a structure and criteria of ‘what makes a quality question’, students where 

unclear as to how they could create a quality question. Therefore using Bloom Taxonomy and the 

question structure given in TEEP (2008), she created a question grid for using the various levels of 

thinking with a question sentence starter appearance. 

 



The teacher asked students to then locate where their question 가�ts in the grid and indicate this with a 

tick, most students identi 가�ed that their questions were in the ‘Factual’ section. After discussing the 

answers to their questions, the teacher posed to them another question ‘Has your understanding of this 

painting been developed form the questions you asked?’ the answers were a unanimous ‘no’. She then 

asked students to formulate questions that 가�t in the Application/Synthesis area of the grid; the 

questions created were much more complex and use Higher Order Thinking Skills such as ‘How might 

someone feel when looking at this painting?’, ‘Why would this painting be seen as an anti-war symbol?’ 

and ‘How would he painting change if it was in colour?’. Students then took these questions and 

answered them for homework. This had a fantastic response due to the students feeling that they had 

designed their own homework and created a question personally interesting. 



 



 
 

Conclusion 



As a result of carrying out this Action Research Project each teacher was given the time to really re៹�ect 

upon their current questioning practice and strategies and evaluate how they use questioning in the       

future. In terms of impact on students the following results are highlighted: 

 
‘Wait Time’ 

 

 

Allowing at least 3 seconds for students to formulate an answer results in a more con 가�dent response 

which is better structured, this usually applies only for HOTS questions. 

 

‘No hands up’ 

 

 

Although some students found this daunting, coupled with an appropriate amount of wait time all 

students could answer questions. When teachers differentiated questions asked to particular 

students, answers were better formed as they felt more con 가�dent about their responses. 

 

‘Quality Questioning’ 

 

 

Students were able to use the questioning grid effectively in order to develop questions using HOTS. 

Students took a greater sense of ownership with the questions they had formulated and therefore 

homework responses were increased from an average of 86% response to 100% response, although 

in order for this to be valid data I would have to test this over a variety of classes and duration of time. 

 

Further Research 

 
Question Formulation Technique – This is where students design questions around a particular topic 

(both closed and open questions) and use these questions to create a deeper in-depth piece of writing 

on a particular focus. 

 
I believe that this would be a great next step for exploration, as by using the questioning grid students 

have already begun to formulate their own questions. By giving students more time to re៹�ect and taking 

ownership over the work they produce it should develop students mind set of what is ‘good’ work. Rather 

than students been rewarded for getting the right answers, students can be rewarded for creating great 

questions.



 


