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No matter how good you get, you can always get better, and that’s the exciting part. 
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To my grandparents, Bruce and Jean. 
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Testimonials 








This is another great book from Bruce Robertson, this time on the subject of questioning – 








something most teachers do most lessons, but which almost every teacher could learn to do 








even better. Bruce combines a deep understanding of the underlying research evidence, a close 








familiarity with everyday classroom practice, and the ability to distil what is actionable into 








concise, clear language. This combination is, to use his own words, genuinely powerful. I love 








the ‘common pitfalls’: truly widespread practices that misunderstand research-based advice or 








are less good than they could be. And the ‘trusted techniques’: simple (but robustly justified) 








practices that every teacher can learn. Every CPD library should include this book, and every 








teacher should read it! 








Professor Rob Coe, director of research and development, Evidence Based Education 








Robertson 



has done it again: 



Power Up Your Pedagogy, 



and now 



Power Up Your Questioning. 








Questioning is a cornerstone of impactful teaching, and this book offers insights and techniques 








about the art and science of effective questioning, leading to students thinking more critically, 








learning more collaboratively, and developing content and problem-solving thinking skills – as well 








as teachers responding more effectively to student questions and answers. An enticing format, a 








dynamism of flow throughout the book, and a worthwhile addition to the teacher toolkit. 








John Hattie, laureate professor emeritus at The University of Melbourne, and 








author of 



Visible Learning 



and 



Visible Learning for Teachers 
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Power Up Your Questioning 



offers a masterclass in transforming classroom questioning into 








a powerful tool for learning. Combining practical strategies with cutting-edge insights from 








cognitive science, this book equips teachers to engage students, initiate critical thinking, and 








check understanding with precision. Whether you’re a seasoned professional or new to the 








classroom, this invaluable guide will elevate your teaching practice and help you unlock the full 








potential of your students’ thinking. 








Dr Carl Hendrick, Academica University of Applied Sciences 








Bruce Robertson’s eloquent new book is strongly grounded in professional expertise and in the 








best research on how students learn. It can inspire the work of all teachers – in school, college 








or university. And it should be read by policymakers for advice on how to improve learning by 








students of all backgrounds, interests and abilities. 








Lindsay Paterson, professor emeritus of education policy, Edinburgh University 








Teachers ask questions every lesson, every day and multiple times within a lesson! Therefore 








questioning should be a central focus of pedagogy, planning and professional development, 








but it has not always received the attention it deserves. Power 



Up Your Questioning 



by Bruce 








Robertson is superb and guaranteed to help classroom teachers from those early in their career 








to more experienced teachers. It will also be very useful for leaders at all levels. As shown in this 








book, if we want better answers from the learners in front of us, we have to ask better questions. 








I wholeheartedly recommend this book; it will have a very positive impact on those that read it, 








reflect on it and act on it. 








Kate Jones, senior associate for teaching and learning at Evidence Based Education and best-selling author 
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‘Questions create thinking conditions, which means they create learning conditions.’ 








This brilliant book by Bruce Robertson shows us just how this is done. He masterfully weaves 








the evidence-informed ideas of edu-greats into pedagogy that teachers can incorporate into 








daily practices and discusses ‘20 key messages that 



all 



teachers and school leaders really need 








to know’. Robertson translates these key messages into actionable steps that provide insight 








into common pitfalls, power-up prompts, deeper-thinking questions, and trusted techniques. 








Furthermore, he gives us 10 recommended steps to get the most out of the book; it is as if he 








hands us a lesson plan to ensure that the ‘quality of our questions promote desirable thinking’ 








through the use of self-reflection and coaching. 








Robertson states, ‘Becoming a questioning expert takes years of deliberate practice and 








refinement.’ 



Power Up Your Questioning 



not only speeds up the process of becoming a 








questioning expert, but it also stands as a reminder for experienced teachers, a blueprint for 








coaches, observable techniques for leaders, and most importantly, an avenue of lasting learning 








for our students. 








‘Great teaching … is about eliciting rigorous evidence of where students are in their learning and 








responding accordingly.’ Bruce Robertson artfully elicits evidence of where 



we 



are as teachers 








and guides us accordingly to become powerful questioning experts. 








Patrice Bain, Ed.S. K–12, university educator, speaker, and co-author of the 








US Department of Education’s guide 



Organizing Instruction and Study to Improve 








Student Learning 



and 



Powerful Teaching: Unleash the Science of Learning 
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Foreword 








Whether teaching is a profession or not has been debated for decades. Some, such as John Gardner, 








1 








have suggested that it is at best a ‘partial profession’ since unlike professions like medicine and the law, 








there is no agreed knowledge base, there is no shared language of description, research evidence does 








not seem to cumulate, practitioners are not often involved in research, and so on. 








However, there is one additional way that teaching is different from other professions and partial 








professions that gets little attention, and which has significant impact on practice. For most of us, 








in our first two decades of life, we have little involvement with doctors, lawyers, accountants and 








other professions, while we spend literally thousands of hours in schools. The result is that those of 








us involved in education learn much of what we know about teaching by the age of 18 – by being 








students. 








This might not be so much of an issue if pre-service and in-service teacher education programmes 








spent a lot of time on the ‘nuts and bolts’ of teaching – such as the details of the difference between 








more effective and less effective feedback, the best ways to start lessons, how to manage classroom 








disruption and so on – but the evidence is that these fine-grained issues get relatively little attention. 








What this means is our models of what to do in classrooms are likely to be heavily influenced by our 








own experiences as students. 








This is particularly marked in the area of questioning. Most teachers would agree that questioning is 








a central aspect of effective practice, but exactly how to do it is left to the teacher to figure out for 








themselves. It seems unlikely that anyone would be happy if surgeons were trained to remove the 








appendix by being told simply to make an incision in the abdomen, locate the appendix, remove it, and 








1 Gardner, J. (2007) ‘Is teaching a “partial” profession?’ 



Make the Grade: Journal of the Chartered Institute of Educational Assessors, 








2(Summer), 18–21. 
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then sew up the opening, and yet the advice given to most teachers is at this level of generality. This is 








a problem because in teaching, as in many other things, the tiniest details often matter a great deal. 








A small but telling example is where we put a student’s name in a question. If we ask, ‘Bruce, what is 








the definition of a prime number?’ then Bruce may well be the only one thinking about the answer. If 








on the other hand, we ask, ‘What is the definition of a prime number?’ and then wait a few seconds 








before asking for a response from Bruce, then many more of the class are likely to be thinking about 








the question. 








Teachers are often told that open questions are better than closed questions, but this is often 








misleading, or straight-up incorrect. If the teacher knows of a specific misconception that students 








are likely to have, then a question such as ‘Would your mass be the same on the moon?’ can be useful 








even if it is about as closed as a question can get. After all, there are only two answers, and one of 








them is wrong. But it is worth asking because many students have not understood the distinction 








that physicists make between mass and weight. One could engage in an extended discussion with a 








student, hoping they might let slip that they believe that one’s mass would be less on the moon than on 








Earth, but it is far more effective just to ask the question. 








As well as being effective ways of identifying misconceptions, closed questions can also cause students 








to think. For example, we might ask students whether a square is a trapezium. Since most students 








are unlikely to have thought about this, it is likely to generate useful and purposeful discussion, even 








though, again, it is a closed question, with just two responses, one of which is incorrect. 








In fact, whether a question is closed or open does not just depend on the question itself, but also on 








the ‘classroom contract’ the teacher has established with the students. If the teacher asks, ‘What colour 








is the sky?’ in some classrooms, every student would answer, ‘Blue,’ while in others, students would be 
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striving to come up with ever more exotic descriptions such as ‘turquoise’, ‘teal’, and so on. In a similar 








vein, the question ‘What do three threes make?’ would elicit a single response, while in others, I have 








seen children respond with ‘three hundred and thirty-three’, ‘a small flock of birds’, and even ‘a flower’. 








In their pre-service education, teachers often also learn about lower-order and higher-order questions, 








if only to be told that teachers ask far more lower-order questions than higher-order ones. One study 








discussed by Brown and Wragg2








found that teachers asked five times as many lower-order questions 








such as ‘How many legs does an insect have?’ as they did questions that required some thought rather 








than just factual recall. Teachers are typically told that higher-order questions are more important 








than lower-order ones, but this doesn’t make much sense, because higher-order thinking requires 








knowledge. Even if we are primarily interested in our students’ ability to answer higher-order questions, 








it is generally a good idea to check whether our students have the lower-order knowledge needed to 








engage in higher-order thinking. In order to understand the importance of the Treaty of London to 








the establishment of sustainable communities in the Americas in the early 17th century, it is necessary 








to know that the signing of the Treaty of London 1604 ended the long dispute between England 








and Spain, permitting supplies to reach the first permanent settlement in Jamestown, which was 








established in 1608. 








I could go on, but I hope these examples serve to show how complex even apparently simple aspects 








of questioning can be, and how little input teachers get on the nuts and bolts of the practice, either in 








their initial training, or subsequently, in their continuing professional development. More importantly, 








every teacher can improve the way that they use questions, resulting in better information about pupil 








understanding, increasing engagement in the lesson, and strengthening students’ understanding. 








2 Brown, G. and Wragg, E. C. (1993) 



Questioning. 



London, UK: Routledge. 
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And that is why 



Power Up Your Questioning 



is such a useful and important contribution. By getting 








into the fine detail of questioning practice, Bruce Robertson provides a framework that allows any 








teacher to reflect productively on their current practice, and to explore ways of making their teaching 








even more effective. Whether you are a veteran with decades of classroom experience, or someone 








just beginning a career as a teacher, you will find much to think about, and many practical, immediately 








applicable ways to ‘Power Up Your Questioning’. 








Dylan Wiliam, UCL Institute of Education 
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Why questioning? 








Welcome to 



Power Up Your Questioning: A Practical Handbook for Teachers, 



a companion to 



Power Up 








Your Pedagogy: The Illustrated Handbook of Teaching. 








Questioning is arguably one of the most important aspects of pedagogy a teacher can focus on 








developing, such is the impact it can have on students’ learning. However, questioning is also one of the 








most challenging aspects of a teacher’s job to master. It’s one thing to ask questions; it’s another to do 








this 



really well. 








Becoming a 



questioning expert 



– which I would argue is a sensible goal for 



all 



teachers to pursue – takes 








years of deliberate practice and refinement. Even if a teacher has become ‘expert’ in this area, there is no 








limit to the improvements they can continue to make for as long as they are teaching. If this book does 








its job properly, it will support you to make your questioning 



even better 



than it is already, no matter how 








good that might be. 








Why is questioning so important? 








In a book that is devoted to the topic of questioning, it only seems appropriate to kick off early with a 








question. So, the first question for you to consider is: why is questioning so important? There are many 








reasons, but four of the most important can be summarised using the acronym 



STAR: 










Thinking 








Responding 








Attention 








Spotlight 
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● 



Spotlight: 



Students’ answers to questions shine a spotlight on the things they know and understand, 














or don’t. 










● 



Thinking: 



Questions make students think, and – as we shall go on to discuss – thinking is the key to 











learning. 










● 



Attention: 



Questions help check and hold student attention, which is a prerequisite to learning. 













● 



Responding: 



By making students’ thinking and learning visible, questions provide teachers (and 











students) with invaluable formative information about what to do next. As a formative assessment 








tool, questioning is king. 








We will refer to the STAR acronym later in this book during our exploration of different Trusted 








Techniques. 








What does educational literature say? 








Educational literature has a lot to say about the importance of questioning to learning. Let’s highlight 








some key examples. 








‘Principles of instruction’ – Barak Rosenshine 








In ‘Principles of instruction’, Professor Barak Rosenshine suggests that the 



most effective 



teachers are 








ones who 



ask a large number of questions 



and 



check the responses of all students.3 








He elaborates: 








‘Students need to practice new material. The teacher’s questions and student discussion are a 








major way of providing this necessary practice. The most successful teachers … [spend] more than 








half of the class time lecturing, demonstrating, and asking questions. Questions allow a teacher 








to determine how well the material has been learned and whether there is a need for additional 








3 Rosenshine, B. (2012) ‘Principles of instruction.’ 










[image: background image]





Power Up Your Questioning 








10 








instruction. The most effective teachers also ask students to explain the process they used to 








answer the question, to explain how the answer was found. Less successful teachers ask fewer 








questions and almost no process questions.’ 








‘A Model for Great Teaching’ – Evidence Based Education 








Evidence Based Education’s ‘A Model for Great Teaching’ suggests that ‘activating 



hard thinking’ 



is one 








of the best things a teacher can do to help students’ learning and highlights questioning as a key means 








to achieve this.4 








Effective teacher questioning is described as follows: 








‘Using questions and dialogue to promote elaboration and connected, flexible thinking among 








learners (e.g., ‘Why?’, ‘Compare’, etc.); using questions to elicit student thinking; getting responses 








from all students; using high-quality assessment to evidence learning; interpreting, communicating 








and responding to assessment evidence appropriately.’ 








Embedded Formative Assessment – Dylan Wiliam 








The importance of questioning is highlighted throughout 



Embedded Formative Assessment 



by Professor 








Dylan Wiliam.5 








For example, Professor Wiliam highlights the importance of teachers using questions to 








elicit evidence of learning, 



so they are in a 



position to provide feedback 



to the learners about what to 








do next. He suggests that sharing high-quality questions (between different teachers and schools) may 








be the most significant thing we can do to improve the quality of student learning. Professor Wiliam also 








writes: 








4 https://evidencebased.education/a-model-for-great-teaching/ 








5 Wiliam, D. (2011) 



Embedded Formative Assessment. 
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‘Teachers must acknowledge that what their students learn is not necessarily what they intended, 








and this is inevitable because of the unpredictability of teaching. Thus, it is essential that teachers 








explore students’ thinking before assuming that students have understood something.’ 








In other words, questioning plays an essential role in helping teachers to gauge the size of, and to close, 








the ‘teaching–learning 



gap’: 










Teaching 








Learning 








Questioning 











Visible Learning for Teachers – John Hattie 








In 



Visible Learning for Teachers, 



Professor John Hattie highlights questioning as having a relatively 








high effect size.6 








He suggests that the most important task for teachers is to listen and reminds us that 








listening requires dialogue, which questions help create. He also suggests that the most effective lessons 








tend to be those in which students’ answers to questions are valued as the most important thing going on, 








such is their formative power. In other words, the lesson might be ‘teacher-led’, but it’s actually the voices 








of students that are dominating. 








Our list could go on, but I think you get the idea: high-quality questioning is a fundamental ingredient of 








great teaching. Mastering it requires skill, refinement and more than a little artistry, all of which this book is 








designed to support. 








6 Hattie, J. (2012) 



Visible Learning for Teachers. 
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Learning and how it happens 








Key messages all teachers and 








school leaders need to know 
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Learning and how it happens 








Key messages all teachers and school leaders need to know 








The decisions teachers make about what to do – or not do – in lessons should be grounded in key 








messages from cognitive science about how learning happens and educational research about 








pedagogies that are most likely to be effective at particular times. The feedback teachers are offered by 








anyone who observes them teach should be grounded in the same key messages. 








However, a major and often-glossed-over issue in the teaching profession is a lack of focus on such 








messages. To help address this, what follows is a summary of 20 key messages that 



all 



teachers and 








school leaders really need to know.7 








These are designed to 



underpin pedagogical decision making 



in 








lesson planning and delivery so that teachers feel empowered to make good decisions about what to 








do – and not do – in lessons, as opposed to simply doing (or not doing) something because they have 








been told to.8 








The better teachers and school leaders understand these messages, the better pedagogical 








decisions are likely to be, and the better conversations about lessons between teachers and school 








leaders are likely to be as well. 








Working memory and long-term memory 








Key message 1: 



It is helpful to think of our brains as having two memory compartments: 



working 








memory 



and 



long-term memory.9 








7 These apply to all learners, regardless of age and stage (Dylan Wiliam in discussion with Tom Sherrington and Emma Turner: 
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