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What are Teacher Questioning Strategies?
Formative assessment involves a 
continuous process in which teach-
ers and students collect and use 
evidence of student understanding 
to move learning forward. Teachers 
intentionally craft evidence-gathering 
strategies that are designed to gather 
information about what the students 

know and can do in relation to the 
learning targets and success criteria.  
Questioning is a powerful tool for 
teachers to elicit and engage student 
thinking. In addition to other ways to 
elicit evidence such as observation, 
classroom talk, and student work, the 
teacher can employ different ques-
tioning strategies to elicit evidence of 
students’ understanding while they 
are learning. 

Teacher questioning  
strategies defined 
Teacher questioning strategies can 
be defined as the intentional use of a 
range of low to high cognitive demand 
questions. The teacher needs a reper-
toire of questioning strategies. These 
strategies include low-level cogni-

tive demand questions (to clarify, 
gather information, or activate prior 
knowledge) and high-level cognitive 
demand questions that require stu-
dents to use information or ideas that 
they have learned to solve a problem, 
provide an explanation, or reveal their 
thinking while working through a prob-
lem or idea. The use of a repertoire 
of such questions also encourages 
students to reflect on their own think-

ing, provide their reasoning, and/or 
make connections to other students’ 
ideas. This intentional use of ques-
tions helps the teacher to understand 
where the students are in relation to 
the learning target to support next 
steps in their learning. 

Applications to practice
Effective questioning strategies facil-
itate connections to prior knowledge, 
support a classroom culture that 
values learning and risk-taking, and 
promote cognitive development. The 
next section describes elements of 
effective questioning strategies that 
educators can use to elicit evidence 
of student understanding.

Essential elements of teacher 
questioning strategies
n Intentionally plan questions in  
 advance. Intentionally plan ques- 
 tions prior to the lesson that will  
 elicit and explore student thinking.  
 This may include a list of questions  
 to prompt student thinking at  
 specific points in the lesson or  
 scaffolding questions of increasing  
 cognitive demand to engage  
 students’ thinking as they deepen  
 their understanding. Questioning  
 can be used to help students  
 access their prior knowledge as  
 well as to deepen their under- 
 standings later in the lesson.

“The shorter the time interval  
between eliciting the evidence and  
using it to improve instruction, the  

bigger the likely impact on learning.”
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n Engage in dialogue or “assess- 
 ment conversations.” Reflect on

ways to ask questions and ways to  
follow up on questions that prompt  
student thinking, acknowledge  
individual contributions to learn- 

 ing, and promote classroom 
dialogue. Questioning strategies  
often involve a format in which the  
teacher asks a question, the stu- 

 dent responds, and then the 
teacher evaluates the answer. In 

 higher cognitive demand ques- 
 tioning strategies and assessment  

conversations, the teacher asks a 
question, the student responds,  
and then the teacher may ask for  
more information in a number of 
different ways from that student  
or other students to explore stu- 

 dent thinking and promote further 
 learning. For example, the teach- 
 er may ask follow-up questions  

that invite students to:
l clarify their meaning or ideas;
l consider the situation from

another perspective;
l reflect on their own metacogni- 

  tive processes;
l explain their reasoning, think- 

  ing, and problem-solving 
 process;
l make connections to previous

learning and others’
responses; or

l provide evidence to support
their thinking.

n Use research-based practices for
effective questioning.
n Apply pre-thinking strategies,

such as think/pair/share, pre- 

  writing, and brainstorming for 
cognitively complex questions.

n Allow 3-5 seconds of wait-time
after asking a question for stu- 

  dents to process and engage 
with the question. 

n Use question stems that involve
increasing depth of knowledge
(Marzano & Simms, 2012).

n Engage students in the cognitive
activity of questioning. Teach
students about different types
of questions as well as different
approaches to write and
respond to higher-order thinking
questions.

n Focus on students’ ideas rather
than having a “right” answer
(e.g., Otero, 2006).

Summary
Having a range of different types of 
questions, including high and low 
cognitive demand questions, is useful 
to support teaching and learning at 
different times. Teacher questioning 
strategies emphasize the intentional 
use of these different types of ques-
tions to elicit student thinking and 
promote learning. Questioning and 
dialogue in the classroom are critical 
opportunities to explore student 
thinking and promote an inclusive 
classroom culture.
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“What we are really trying to do as
educators is learn – learn what students 
know so we can celebrate that while also 
learning where they need extra support.”
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