


TOOLS FOR TEACHING

Asking Questions

Instructor:  Well, let’s talk a little bit about another concept, and
this is inflation. Does inflation affect the dollar in that
way?

Instructor:  What is neurosis?

Students:  [no response]

Instructor:  What are the characteristics of a neurotic person?

Instructor:  How far has the ball fallen after three seconds,
Christi?

Student: I have no idea.

Instructor:  Well, Christi, how would we measure distance?

Move around the room to include students in the discussion. When a
student asks a question, it is natural for an instructor to move toward that
student without realizing that this tends to exclude other students. To draw

others into the conversation, look at the student who is speaking but move
away from that student.

s for Handling Students’ Responses to Your Questions

Listen to the student. Do not interrupt a student’s answer, even if you think
the student is heading toward an incorrect conclusion. Interrupting signals
your impatience and hinders participation. Instead, wait a second or two
after a student responds to be sure that the student is finished speaking.

Use nonverbal gestures to indicate your attention. Maintain eye contact
with the student who is speaking. Nod your head, use facial expressions or
hand gestures to prompt the student to continue, or adopt a physical stance
that signals you are ready to move on.

Vary your reactions to students’ answers. When a student has spoken,
you can respond in the following ways:

Restate what the speaker has said to reinforce the point.

Ask for dlarification: “Could you be more specific about. . .”

Invite the student to elaborate: “We’d like to hear more about. . .”
Expand the student’s contribution: “That’s absolutely correct, and
following up on what you said. . .”
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e Acknowledge the student’s contribution but ask for another view:
“You’re right about children’s linguistic capabilities, but what about
their social development?”

e Acknowledge the originality of a student’s ideas: “Self-selection factors
could be responsible for the outcome; I didn’t think of that.”

¢ Nod or look interested but remain silent.

You needn’t give a verbal response to every student. By nodding or pointing,
you can keep the focus on your students’ responses rather than shift artention
to yourself. Collect a number of student comments. Condense and combine
them, and relate them to each other. You don’t want students to feel that they
need your comment after each response. (Sources: Hyman, 1982; “Suc-
cessful Participation Strategies,” 1987; Yelon and Cooper, 1984)

Praise correct answers. Students look to their instructors for guidance and
support. Teachers who are indifferent to students’ responses or who chastise
students soon find that participation drops off. Be enthusiastic, replying with
“Excellent answer” or “Absolutely correct” rather than a bland “OK,” “yes,”
“all right.” But be aware that most students will stop thinking about a
question once the instructor has indicated that someone’s response is correct.
If you want to elicit more responses, say, “Combustion? That’ good. What
other outcomes are possible?” Moreover, Tiberius (1990) warns against
praising every answer because that tumns the instructor into the official
dispenser of rewards and makes it awkward when a student gives a vague or
irrelevant answer. (Source: Hyman, 1982)

Tactfully correct wrong answers. Correct the answer, not the student: “I
don’t believe that answer is correct” instead of “Michele, you are wrong.”
Look beyond the answer to the thought process: “This is a hard concept to
grasp; let’s take this a step at a time”; “You're right about one part, but let’s
figure out the rest together.” Encourage the student to rephrase or revise the
answer. If one student needs assistance in answering a question, look to
another student to provide help rather than providing it yourself.
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