
What if teachers could dramatically reduce the amount of 
time they spend reviewing and correcting student work 
and actually see better results in terms of student learn-
ing? That’s the goal of Glen Pearsall, who shares dozens of 
classroom-tested strategies that lessen teachers’ workload 
while increasing students’ class participation and improving 
their understanding.

Readers will learn how to

• Refine their classroom questioning techniques to   
continually check students’ progress and provide  
instant  feedback;

• Encourage students to internalize learning goals so they 
 better understand what is expected of them;

• Use fast, formative assessment strategies to check and 
 correct during class time;

• Modify traditional summative-testing strategies to monitor 
 student progress in a formative way;

• Speed up the correction process via student self-proofing, 
 representative sampling, and helpful technology tools; and 

• Actively involve students in  assessing their own work.

Drawing from his own experience as a teacher and coach, 
Pearsall offers practical, real-world advice in the form of 
techniques that are both effective and sustainable in the 
everyday classroom. The result is smarter assessment— 
for both teachers and students.
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1

Introduction

The first time I ever assigned work to students as a new teacher, I was 
ready for them to not have completed their work—and to have all man-
ner of excuses (though the breadth and creativity of these excuses were 
impressive). What surprised me was how impatient students were to 
get the work back. Almost from the moment they handed the work to 
me, students were asking, “What did I get?” and “Have you marked the 
assignments?” This included the students who handed the work in late 
and—remarkably—one student who hadn’t handed in the work at all.

When I returned the work a couple of days later (“Finally!” observed 
one student, who’d given me his work that very morning, two days late), 
I was eager to see how they would respond to all my feedback, particu-
larly because I’d set aside some personal obligations to get the work back 
quicker than I originally planned and had meticulously annotated each 
piece with detailed advice.

The students were largely indifferent to my efforts. They quickly 
checked their grades, and only some gave the comments a cursory glance 
before putting the work back in their folders. A little perturbed, I debriefed 
with my colleagues in the staff room: Did it always take so long to mark the 
work? Was it always so hard to get students to take your advice? (“Wel-
come to teaching!” one dryly observed.) Their advice in response was both 
helpful and honest: I would get better and quicker at it with practice, but 
the workload related to correcting student work and providing feedback 
was always demanding.
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2  Fast and Effective Assessment

When you start out as a teacher, the demands of assessment can be 
utterly overwhelming—it felt to me like trying to drink from a fire hose. 
However, it is not just those in their first few years of teaching who strug-
gle with the demands associated with feedback and correction. Teach-
ers at all levels of experience wrestle with this issue. “It’s hard to focus 
on your students’ needs,” one teacher confided to me, “when your view is 
obscured by piles of marking.”

Providing helpful feedback and creating meaningful assessment 
tasks while keeping up with reviewing and correcting student work (let 
alone balancing your work life and your personal life) is one of the big-
gest challenges of teaching. Fast and Effective Assessment offers teach-
ers a systematic way to approach this problem. Each of the six chapters 
lays out key strategies for improving the quality of feedback your stu-
dents receive while reducing the time and effort you spend on generating 
this feedback.

In Chapter 1 we explore how to refine your questioning technique. 
Teachers question students at every stage of assessment, from quizzing 
them for prior knowledge before starting a topic to asking them to reflect 
on their final results, so refining your questioning can have a profound 
effect on every aspect of learning. Using questioning to quickly check on 
your students’ progress and offer them some in-the-moment feedback 
saves you from having to do this via more laborious and time-intensive 
written assessment. These refinements require only small adjustments of 
technique and a little additional planning and preparation. They are an 
excellent introduction to how you can improve your assessment and feed-
back practices without adding to your workload.

Feedback works best when your students have a precise sense of what 
they are trying to learn. If they know where they are going, then their 
feedback to you about their progress is more accurate and your advice 
to them about what they need to do to reach their goals is more relevant. 
In Chapter 2 we discuss how, more than just telling students where they 
are headed, we need them to internalize these goals. When students 
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Introduction         3

understand what is required of them, they are much more active in giving 
and responding to feedback and you can target your efforts on what will 
help them most. This chapter gives you a range of practical strategies for 
encouraging your students to take ownership of their learning goals.

Once you and your students have established what they are learning, 
you need strategies for checking on their progress toward this goal. Most 
of the traditional ways we check on our students’ learning involve col-
lecting and correcting large amounts of student work, but I’m interested 
in ways to avoid unnecessary work for teachers. In Chapter 3 we look at 
quick techniques for finding out what your students know and what they 
are struggling with. We want a tighter feedback cycle so students aren’t 
waiting to get a piece of written work back to know what they need to work 
on next. This chapter details a series of fast formative assessment strate-
gies that you can use to check and correct during class time instead of hav-
ing to add more to your correction pile.

Summative testing is one of the most common ways that teachers 
assess student progress. However, waiting until the end of a unit to assess 
your students’ progress is often counterproductive—you don’t want to 
give students feedback only after their learning on the topic is finished. 
Chapter 4 explores how you can modify traditional testing strategies to 
provide quick and reliable methods for monitoring your students’ ongo-
ing progress. These tests are fast and accurate, and they give you a way to 
provide formative feedback to your students without requiring extensive 
or time-consuming marking.

All these strategies improve the quality of your feedback while reduc-
ing the amount of work you have to correct. However, you also need strat-
egies for reducing the time it takes to correct the work that remains. In 
Chapter 5 we explore ways to mark faster. We investigate techniques for 
encouraging students to proof their work more closely so you waste less 
time correcting low-level errors. We discuss methods for automating cor-
rection, studying representative samples of student work, and other ways 
to speed up your marking. This chapter also offers tips on how to couch 
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4  Fast and Effective Assessment

your advice so students understand and act on it more readily and you can 
spend less time repeating yourself.

Students, of course, have a role to play in all this. It is a waste of your 
valuable time if you are carefully assessing and annotating work but your 
students are not responding to your advice. How do you get students to 
act on your feedback? Chapter 6 explores practical strategies for encour-
aging students to be more actively involved in their own assessment. We 
investigate minimal-marking strategies and alternative grading schemes 
and look at how you can use self- and peer marking to reduce your work-
load while helping students reach a deeper understanding of what you are 
teaching.

When I coach teachers on reducing the workload associated with 
assessment, I find that concentrating on one or two of these steps can 
have a substantial impact. Just having quicker ways to mark work or get-
ting students to play a more active role in the feedback cycle, for example, 
can make a real difference in the everyday demands of teaching. Employ-
ing all of these steps can be transformative.

Teachers need assessment strategies that work not just in theory but 
in the busy environment of the everyday classroom. This book offers ways 
to assess when you are swamped by marking student work, dealing with 
the pressing needs of multiple students, and trying to complete a long list 
of school and system-level obligations. It explores assessment strategies 
that are not just effective but sustainable. The success of this approach 
can be attributed to this focus on finding techniques that work as part of 
an everyday teaching routine—or as one teacher I coached neatly put it: “I 
think this worked for me because it didn’t change my mind about assess-
ment—it changed my habits.”

I hope it works for you, too.
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11
More Effective Questioning

Teachers who want to reduce the amount of time they spend correcting 
and grading student work often ask me, “Where do I start?” Intuitively, 
most teachers want to begin by looking at their marking practices. But 
a lot of the work associated with correction is actually generated long 
before students put pen to paper. The way you set up and run a learning 
activity can have a profound effect on how much correction you have to 
do at the end of it.

Instead of turning to grading practices, I usually start with questioning 
technique. Questioning is the basic building block of assessment. Teach-
ers ask, on average, 200 to 300 questions a day (Brualdi, 1998). They use 
questioning to gauge prior learning, to check for understanding, to elicit 
evidence, to monitor individual performance, and to encourage whole-
class groups to share their insights and learn from one another. Refin-
ing your questioning technique, then, can help you improve all levels of 
your practice.

What does this look like in a classroom? Compare the following 
exchanges:
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6  Fast and Effective Assessment

Exchange 1
Teacher:  Li, is 19 a prime number?
Li:  Yes.
Teacher:  Tom, what about 119?
Tom:  No.

Exchange 2
Teacher:  Li, 19 is a prime number. Why?
Li:  Because it is only divisible by itself and 1.
Teacher:  Can someone rephrase that? Tom?
Tom:  It has no other factors—other than 1 and itself.

Essentially, these exchanges explore exactly the same thing. However, 
in the second exchange the teacher elicits a more sophisticated response 
simply by asking the student to justify his answer (“Why?”). Similarly, 
“bouncing” the question to a second student (“Tom?”) is another way to 
elicit a more thoughtful answer.

When I coach teachers, I like to show them how being more delib-
erate about their questioning can generate better student responses. 
Questioning is a subtle and, for many, intuitive practice. Many teachers 
I work with have never been trained in specific questioning techniques. 
They are unaware of what really effective questioning sounds like. Oth-
ers I encounter use these techniques so frequently that questioning is an 
innate part of their practice. These teachers often find it difficult to artic-
ulate precisely what these techniques are and how they are using them. 
Being deliberate about questioning means you can name each specific 
technique. It means that you can use them in a targeted way. And it means 
that you have the vocabulary to discuss with your colleagues how to best 
use these strategies.

The key advantage of this approach is that it doesn’t require teachers 
to use up more of their limited class time or undertake further prepara-
tion. Making a few subtle adjustments in how you query your students 
takes little additional planning time but can substantially change how 
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More Effective Questioning         7

your students respond, revealing to you more about what they know and 
ultimately saving you time over the long term.

Questioning for Fuller Participation
A teacher once told me that she felt like a ventriloquist when she ran class 
discussions: “I answer so many of my own questions I feel like I’m having 
a conversation with myself!” Another characterized his class discussions 
as “sort of a play,” which he and “a handful of students put on while the 
rest of the class watch like an audience.” As teachers, we are familiar with 
what has generated these responses: the challenge of running an inclusive 
class discussion. The aim is simple: we want to create a classroom where 
all students take an active part in the learning and we don’t have to do all 
the talking ourselves.

This is not as easy as it sounds. Indeed, a small number of students 
volunteer the majority of answers teachers get to hear (Wiliam & Leahy, 
2015). In fact, some studies have found that only around 25 percent of 
students regularly answer questions in class (Black & Wiliam, 2014). Stu-
dents who don’t take part in this aspect of your lessons are missing out; 
question-and-answer sessions are an opportunity for them to demon-
strate the extent of their knowledge, try their ideas out loud, and learn 
from classmates.

Obviously, we don’t want our students to become spectators in their own 
learning. What strategies can you use to include more students in class dis-
cussion? “Cold calling” and “thinking time” are among the most effective.

Cold Calling
Teachers cold-call students when they ask them a question without 

first checking whether they know the answer. For example, instead of ask-
ing the whole class, “Who can tell me what a zone defense is?” you might 
cold-call a specific student: “What is a zone defense? Piers?”
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8  Fast and Effective Assessment

Many teachers I have coached are uneasy about cold calling in class 
discussions. They worry that it puts students “on the spot” and can 
embarrass them or make them feel anxious. (This concern is heightened 
if they are working with students who have learning disabilities or are not 
confident using the target language.) Teachers are also concerned about 
students “switching off” if they are targeting their attention to an indi-
vidual student.

These are legitimate concerns but not reasons to avoid this technique. 
With a few subtle adjustments, you can avoid these outcomes. Take, for 
instance, the example just provided. If you place the student’s name at 
the start of the question, then other students do tend to fall into the role 
of spectator, watching to see how that student answers his question. By 
contrast, pausing and then adding the name at the end of the question 
(“Piers?”) gets a very different response. Asking the question this way 
means that the whole class is more likely to do the mental work of think-
ing of an answer—the question, after all, might be coming to them. Here 
are some other techniques and approaches that help you get the most out 
of cold calling.

Telling students. Cold calling is most effective when students are 
aware that you are going to use this style of questioning and understand 
why you are using it. Make it clear that you ask questions not to find out 
who can get it right but to discover what each of them is thinking. Explain 
that cold calling encourages everyone to be involved in class discussion. 
Make sure that they know that you are well aware of their abilities and 
that you won’t unfairly put them on the spot. Such an explanation could 
sound something like this:

OK, guys. We’re going to have a class discussion to explore what you 
think the answers might be. I’m going to include everybody by cold 
calling. I just want to hear what you are thinking, so don’t worry if 
you don’t know the answer. Guessing and making mistakes is how we 
develop our understanding. Remember our motto: Being wrong is not 
the opposite of right; it is the pathway to being right.
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More Effective Questioning         9

Speculative framing. I have found that students are more likely to 
respond to cold-call questions if they feel they can speculate about pos-
sible responses rather than come up with the correct answer. Using cue 
words such as might and could signals to students that it is OK to speculate:

Traditional question: Carlos, what is the answer?
Reframed question: What might be the answer? Carlos?

This is a minor adjustment, but for a student concerned about making 
mistakes in public, the reframed question involves much less social risk. 
Consider the following exchange:

Teacher:  What is the answer?
Student:  I don’t know.
Teacher:  If you did know, what might be the answer?
Student:  Twenty-three.
Teacher:  That’s right.

In this exchange, the student didn’t think of the answer between the first 
and second question, but it became safer to speculate. This kind of fram-
ing, popularized by Dylan Wiliam, legitimizes conjecture and encourages 
your students to voice their tentative first thoughts as their understand-
ing develops. This type of questioning is a powerful tool in mixed-ability 
classes and one of the first things I show teachers who want ways to dif-
ferentiate their questioning for students who are struggling.

Answer scaffolds. Using answer scaffolds is another way to make 
it easier for your students to respond to cold-call questions. An answer 
scaffold is a list of phrases that maps out the typical sentence structure 
of an answer. I usually give it to students as a worksheet or write it on the 
board so it can be used as a reference during the discussion. This approach 
reduces the “language demands of the task,” allowing students to focus 
on the content of the answer (Fisher & Frey, 2014, p. 23). If, for example, 
you wanted your class to answer the question “How have you revised your 
understanding of this novel?” you could give students a worksheet with 
these sentence stems (Olson, 2011) to help them formulate a response:
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10  Fast and Effective Assessment

I used to think ____________, but now I think _____________________ .
One way I’ve changed my mind is  _______________________________ .
My latest thought on that is  ____________________________________ .

Students are more likely to respond to all types of questions if the form of 
the answer is familiar to them (Fisher & Frey, 2014), but I have found this 
approach works particularly well with cold-call questions. If you have a 
high number of English language learners (ELLs) in your class, then this 
approach is one that should be part of your repertoire.

Think-Pair-Share. There are many thinking routines that you can 
use to give your students a structured way to gather their thoughts before 
initiating a classroom discussion with cold calling. Think-Pair-Share 
(Barkly, Major, & Cross, 2014) is the best known of these routines. The 
process has three simple stages:

Think:  Give your students some time to silently consider a ques-
tion or stimulus material.

Pair:  Ask them to share their thoughts with a partner, identifying 
the most compelling of their initial responses.

Share:  Finally, get the students to share their insights with the 
whole class group.

In the Think-Pair-Square-Share variation (Millis & Cottell, 1997), you 
add one more step: ask each pair to match up with another pair (making 
a “square” group of four) before sharing. Whichever variation you use, 
thinking routines like this one ensure your students have been given an 
extended time to formulate an answer before they might be called on.

Question relay. Teachers who are trying out cold calling often ask me 
what to do when a student responds with an automatic “I don’t know.” 
There is nothing wrong with a student (or a teacher, for that matter) say-
ing “I don’t know,” but if it is a student’s unthinking first reaction or a 
strategy used to avoid reflection, then the teacher must deal with it.

I usually recommend trying a question relay: respond to the student 
by telling her that you will ask two other students for their thoughts and 
then come back to her to see which of those answers could have been 
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More Effective Questioning         11

hers. What does this sound like in an actual classroom exchange? Here’s 
an example:

Teacher:  What are some of the health problems associated with 
smoking, Taylor?

Taylor:  I don’t know.
Teacher:  OK, I’m going to ask a couple of other people. Please listen 

to their responses because then I’m going to ask you which 
of those answers you might have used.

Teacher:  Carlos, what are some of the health problems associated 
with smoking?

Carlos:  Respiratory problems like emphysema and cancer. Heart 
problems.

Teacher:  Lucinda?
Lucinda:  Cardiovascular disease, stroke.
Teacher:  Which of those answers might you have used, Taylor?
Taylor:  Probably lung cancer or even just heart attacks.

Of course, question relays do not work every time. I have had, more 
than once, the other two students I asked also respond with “I don’t 
know.” This told me that the question might have been too hard in the first 
place and I needed to change it. This did not detract, though, from the key 
message that I was sending with this technique: saying “I don’t know” is 
not the end of thinking but the start of it.

Selecting students at random. Many experts in instructional prac-
tice suggest that one of the best ways to cold call is to select students at 
random (Lemov, 2015; Wiliam & Leahy, 2015). A large body of research 
(Poundstone, 2014) shows that humans are bad at making “random” 
selections, so this technique is best done through some external process. 
Using this approach helps students see that they are not being targeted by 
the teacher, but genuinely selected by chance.

Dylan Wiliam popularized this approach using a container of Popsi-
cle sticks, each labeled with a student’s name. You pose a question to the 
class and then pick a stick at random; whoever is named on the stick has 
to answer the question. This approach, which was featured in Wiliam’s 
documentary The Classroom Experiment (2010), is widespread.

FastandEffectiveAssessment.indd   11 12/7/17   11:34 AM



12  Fast and Effective Assessment

I prefer relying on technology to do this, using any of a number of pro-
grams and apps that generate names randomly, such as Stick Pick or Ran-
domly. In my experience, students see these apps as even more removed 
from the teacher, and I have never had a student claim, as occasionally 
occurs with the Popsicle sticks, “You picked mine on purpose.” Moreover, 
some apps allow you to “protect” students from having to answer certain 
questions. If you want to ask a higher-order question that you know a 
struggling student will find intimidating, you can set the app so that this 
can’t happen. I tell these students that I have done this so they feel at ease 
about being potentially called on the rest of the time.

Inclusive questioning. Questioning, like every other classroom prac-
tice, is inextricably linked with a student’s abilities and experiences in the 
world. As a teacher, you need to be acutely aware of all of the factors shap-
ing a student’s learning. This can be tricky.

I have seen teachers getting cross with a student who wouldn’t look 
at them directly when being questioned, forgetting that in that student’s 
community, lowering your gaze is a mark of respect. I have observed a 
class in which a teacher conducted a rapid-fire question-and-answer ses-
sion, forgetting about the boy in one corner of the room with the hearing 
impairment and the boy in the other corner with an auditory-processing 
problem. I have seen teachers surprised that their students can’t answer 
questions that are based on culturally specific knowledge and others run-
ning classroom conversations in which students are allowed to “joke” 
about gender or socioeconomic status in ways that might make some stu-
dents uncomfortable.

We need to be alert to these potential pitfalls when we question stu-
dents. In my experience, schools seem to be increasingly alert to these 
challenges, and many I have worked with put a real emphasis on devel-
oping Individual Learning Plans for specific students, addressing par-
ticular areas of need. This approach is sometimes referred to as a Tier 2 
intervention (Boyle, 2010).
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More Effective Questioning         13

However, we must also be aware that differentiation should be an 
everyday part of whole-class instruction. Throughout this chapter we 
explore questioning techniques that help teachers be more inclusive 
in their general instruction. I have noted where specific techniques are 
particularly useful for meeting this aim. These so-called Tier 1 interven-
tions give teachers a way to quickly recognize and address student need, 
reducing the amount of time and effort that must be devoted to more 
time-intensive interventions. Inclusive questioning is not about one-off 
support of individual students but rather is a philosophy that should per-
meate every aspect of your day-to-day practice.

Thinking Time
Offering students sufficient thinking time is another way to encourage 

them to take an active part in class discussion and reflection. Thinking 
time is typically divided into two phases: wait time and pause time. Wait 
time is simply the time a teacher waits while a question goes unanswered. 
It ends when a student responds or when the teacher steps in to clarify the 
query, answer it, or bounce it to another student. It is sometimes known 
as “wait time 1.” Pause time is the time a teacher waits after a student 
answers before evaluating the answer as correct or incorrect. It is often 
referred to as “wait time 2.”

Cold calling doesn’t work well if your students feel rushed. Students 
are much more likely to take an active part in question-and-answer activ-
ities when they are given enough thinking time to process the question 
(Wiliam, 2011). Moreover, giving students proper reflection time encour-
ages them to answer questions in greater detail, revealing the true extent 
of their abilities. It also seems to make it less likely that they will pass 
the responsibility of answering back to you, their already-busy teacher. 
Extending thinking time is a particularly effective way to improve your 
teaching because it takes no extra work and yields good results.

Despite these advantages, both the wait time and the pause time in 
real classrooms are often very short. One study on questioning found that 
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14  Fast and Effective Assessment

teacher wait time averaged as little as one second. It also found that many 
teachers don’t wait at all to evaluate a student answer; they affirm or cor-
rect the response straight away (Cazden, 2001).

The solution to this problem is straightforward: simply waiting a little 
longer after posing a question or receiving an answer will substantially 
improve the number and quality of student responses (Wiliam, 2011). For 
instance, I have found that when I extend wait time to just three to five 
seconds, the average number of responses my students offer more than 
doubles. However, this is easier said than done. Teachers don’t decide to 
offer students less thinking time; doing so is a by-product of the pressure 
teachers are under to get through lots of content in a crowded curriculum. 
If you want to offer students more thinking time—or even just be more 
conscious of how long you are waiting—then the following strategies 
might be useful.

Pre-cueing. A few years ago, I worked with a teacher who wanted to 
use cold calling but was reluctant to try it because she had a number of 
English language learners in her class who needed a lot of thinking time. 
This is a common issue. We need to differentiate our teaching in all sorts of 
ways—including how long we allow students to think before responding.

How, then, do you differentiate wait time? You can let a student know 
you are planning to ask him a question and tell him ahead of time what 
it is. This approach, which is sometimes known as pre-cueing, is easy to 
implement. If a student, for example, processes information at a much 
slower speed than his peers, you can take him aside before a question-
and-answer session and let him know what you are going to ask him. This 
might give him five extra minutes to work out an answer.

Sometimes the notice you give with this technique is very short. I 
taught a student I’ll call Amy, who needed just a minute or so longer than 
her peers to think things through. If I called on her in class, I would nor-
mally use a “rolling cue” to give her a little extra think time, as in this 
example: “Why might the character do this? I’m going to ask Caleb, then 
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Austin, and finally Amy.” At other times the notification period is much 
longer. I had a student on the autism spectrum, for instance, who was very 
anxious about answering questions if he hadn’t had time to work out an 
answer on paper. Sometimes I would give him 24 hours’ notice to plan out 
his responses, as in this example:

Tomorrow I’m going to ask you, “Why do we have national parks?” I’m 
going to write out that question for you, and then I’ll get you to put it 
into your own words. Then we can have a chat about where we might 
find an answer to that question. Is that OK?

You can tailor your questioning in this way to different degrees of student 
need by simply varying how much notice you give students.

“Many hands up.” Some schools have a “no hands up” policy to encour-
age teachers to cold call and students to volunteer more answers (Lemov, 
2015). A number of the teachers I have coached prefer a “many hands up” 
policy. This simple convention makes sure you hear from a range of stu-
dents and not just those who think quickly and are confident enough to 
answer first.  A “many hands up” policy doesn’t require much preparation: 
you just tell your class that when you ask a question, you won’t immedi-
ately call on the first students who put their hand up but will wait until 
there are multiple students signaling they have something to say. This 
approach shows students that they can take their time to think through 
their ideas and that the best answers are not necessarily the quickest ones. 
It works well, for example, if you are teaching a class with a large number of 
English language learners who require extra processing time to respond. 
It also gives you a better sense of how well your questions are tailored to 
your class: if only a couple of students have their hands up after a period of 
protracted thinking time, you may have pitched your question beyond the 
ability of a majority of the students.

Using an app. I have found that even just clocking how much wait 
time I employ encourages me to use this approach more effectively. I used 
to use a stopwatch for doing this but now employ an app I designed with 
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a colleague to record wait-time data (see https://itunes.apple.com/us/ 
developer/teacher-learning-network/id422819543). You simply hit a but-
ton when you ask a question and hit again when the question is answered, 
the students give up, or the discussion moves on to another query. The 
app graphs wait times under and over three seconds and calculates your 
average wait time for a session. The app functions a little like an activity 
tracker, creating a fast feedback loop that keeps you aware of what you are 
trying to make a habit. Whether you use an app to make these calculations 
or just a watch, recording data gives you immediate feedback. I use this 
approach extensively in my coaching and find that it helps teachers give 
students more time to think before they answer.

The three strategies just described work well for helping us extend 
wait time before a student answers. But a lot of teachers I coach find it 
hard to pause and remain silent after a student answers. I have found that 
giving teachers something to preface this pause with both helps them 
avoid interrupting and encourages students to elaborate. Here are some 
practical examples of pause-time techniques that are easy to remember.

Placeholder statements. When I first started teaching, I had a habit 
of immediately evaluating my students’ answers:

Teacher:  Is Pluto a planet, Noah?
Noah:  No.
Teacher:  Correct.

The problem with this approach is that it subtly signals to students that 
they don’t need to justify their answers. After watching some mentors, I 
realized that it is much better to use a placeholder statement—some sort 
of neutral response that encourages students to elaborate. Responding to 
students with a noncommittal “Mmm” or “Oh” usually prompted my stu-
dents to clarify their answer. Words and phrases such as “Go on,” “OK,” 
“So,” and “Sure” also work well (Smith, 2009). These responses indi-
cate to students that you are listening but that you don’t consider their 
answer complete:
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Teacher:  Is Pluto a planet, Noah?
Noah:  No.
Teacher:  (Pause) Go on . . .
Noah:  It used to be called a full planet, but now it is classified as a 

dwarf planet.

Your delivery is important here. For example, stretching out your 
response (“o-k-a-y . . .”) helps convey to students that their answer requires 
more detail, as does responding to incorrect answers with a hesitant tone 
(“y-e-a-h?”). Placeholders are a quick and effective way to encourage your 
students to include more detail in their answers or, if required, to self-
correct them.

Reflective statements. Alternatively, you might paraphrase stu-
dents’ responses back to them to encourage them to further qualify or add 
detail. Here are some sentence-starters for reflective statements:

So what you are saying is . . .
It seems that you feel . . .
What I’m hearing is . . .
So you are arguing that . . .
Your view is . . .

Reflective statements help “you and the speaker [emphasis added] . . . 
understand what he or she is trying to say” (Katz & McNulty, 1994, p. 1).

Blank prompts. Another good technique for encouraging students to 
elaborate is pretending you don’t fully understand their initial response. 
You mainly convey this through tone of voice and body language. I watched 
a teacher recently respond to a student answer with an unconvinced-
sounding “I see” and a quizzical expression on her face that immediately 
elicited a more detailed answer from the student. However, some teachers 
go so far as to overly simplify or incorrectly summarize the response back 
to the student, as in this example:

Teacher:  How does Les Murray use form in his poem? Eden?
Eden:  He mainly just uses rhyming couplets.
Teacher:  So the poet’s only use of form is rhyme? Right?
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Eden:  Well, no. He also uses a lot of alliteration in the first stanza. 
Oh, and enjambment too!

This strategy works well because students are often eager to cor-
rect their teacher’s mistakes and quick to clarify their statement for the 
teacher who “doesn’t get it.” 

These kinds of approaches to questioning encourage all students to 
take part in class discussion, creating a classroom where all students feel 
safe learning and no answer is unhelpful. This is an important starting 
point for developing active student involvement in the assessment cycle 
and for reducing teacher workload.

Eliciting Evidentiary Reasoning
One of the most influential moments of my early teaching career was when 
I watched an experienced teacher take my students for a class discussion. 
I didn’t immediately pick up all the nuances of her technique, but what 
was immediately obvious was how differently my students responded. I 
was used to having only a handful of students answering most of my ques-
tions—and with short, perfunctory answers. This was particularly true if I 
asked one of the students who didn’t regularly answer. By contrast, when 
the experienced teacher questioned the class, the majority of students took 
an active part in a lively discussion. Students went so far as to explain the 
thinking behind their answers and to challenge the reasoning of their peers.

I vividly recall one moment when, as if to underline how involved stu-
dents were in the discussion, the teacher stopped asking questions alto-
gether and the students kept on offering answers. One student even asked 
his classmates to take turns: “Come on, guys—one at a time.” This was a 
surprise to me: he had never been one to wait his turn before, let alone 
remind others to stick to class conventions. “How,” I remember thinking 
as the lesson ended, “did she do that?”

Effective teachers don’t just ask students for the answer; they also ask 
them to voice the thinking behind that answer. Not every student, after 
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all, knows the correct response for every question, but all students should 
be thinking about every question—even about those that might be too 
difficult for them. The trick is developing the subtle techniques to elicit 
this reasoning. The following are some examples that work well and can 
be used in many situations. As with the other questioning techniques we 
have discussed, they will help you identify and meet student needs with-
out adding to your correction load.

The Golden Question: “What Makes You Say That?”
We want students to explain the thinking that has gone into their 

answers and develop the habit of justifying their responses. Asking stu-
dents “What makes you say that?” is a quick way to establish this routine. 
It is a so-called golden question because it is so versatile and effective. It 
promotes evidence-based reasoning and encourages students to consider 
the reasoning of others. Moreover, it can be “used in almost any subject” 
(Visible Thinking, 2015) or teaching situation. Here are two examples:

Student:  We should make prison sentences shorter, not longer!
Teacher:  What makes you say that?
Student:  Locking people up for ages isn’t reducing crime—it just 

means people spend a long time in prison learning how to 
do worse crimes. You’re more likely to change your ways if 
you are not in for a long time.

Student:  I think the answer is 3.3.
Teacher:  What makes you say that?
Student:  3 × .1 = 0.3 and 3 × 1 = 3, so 3 × 1.1 is 3.3.

Teachers often find it useful to have some simple variations of the 
golden question so that once it is established with their class, they can 
avoid sounding repetitive. Here are some that I use in my coaching work:

What’s your reasoning behind that?
Why do you think that is the answer?
Why did you make that choice?
Why did you choose to approach it that way?

FastandEffectiveAssessment.indd   19 12/7/17   11:34 AM



20  Fast and Effective Assessment

Inverted Questions
Inverted questions are another versatile type of questioning for 

exploring a student’s reasoning. An inverted question presents students 
with an answer and asks them to comment on why it is correct. How does 
it work? Look at this example of a traditional question:

Teacher:  What part of speech is the word bagus in Indonesian?
Student:  An adjective.

To convert this into an inverted question, you take the answer to the ques-
tion and put it into the question stem itself, inviting students to explain 
why the answer is correct:

Teacher:  Bagus is an adjective in Indonesian. Why do we call it that?
Student:  Because it means “good,” so you use it to describe things. 

We had a “good” time in Jakarta.

This approach is sometimes called a type of “contextual solicitation” 
(Kelly, 2017), which is described in the next section; but I have always 
preferred the term “inverted question” because it describes how you flip 
the answer to the question into a statement to create a more sophisticated 
query, as in this example:

Teacher:  Did Hitler plan to invade Eastern Europe? No, that’s too 
easy for you guys. Let me rephrase that: Hitler planned to 
invade Eastern Europe. Why?

Moreover, inverting questions helps us avoid the trap of a questioning 
session turning into “guess what I am thinking,” as in this example:

Teacher:  If we look at the notes on the board we can see a key word 
that sums up how medieval societies were organized. What 
is it?

Students:  (Calling out) Peasant. Society. Noble class.
Teacher:  No, guys. In the second paragraph. Ellie?
Ellie:  The king? Or is it vassals?
Teacher:  No. It’s in this line. John?
John:  Umm . . .
Teacher:  It starts with F.
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John:  Fiefdom?
Teacher:  No, the other F.

Contrast the guessing-game approach with the more direct inverted 
question:

Teacher:  The key word in the notes is feudal. How were medieval 
societies organized in the feudal system?

For this reason alone—avoiding the guessing game—inverted questions 
are a good tool to have in your repertoire.

Contextual Solicitation
Inverted questions employ a question form known as a contextual 

solicitation. As we have discussed, the teacher makes a contextualizing 
statement before asking the question. The statement might remind stu-
dents of a key piece of knowledge or cue them to use a particular tech-
nique. Here’s an example:

An anomaly is something that can’t be solved by the current scientific 
paradigm. This being the case, how do anomalies lead to a change of 
paradigm?

Adding a contextualizing statement to a question doesn’t take much 
time or effort, but this simple step can add a good deal of clarity. Take, for 
example, the following question:

What are two or three reasons for the new research findings that stu-
dents are now far more likely to look to YouTube for an answer to a 
question than to look it up on Wikipedia?

The phrasing of the question is slightly awkward and might confuse some 
students. Converting this into a contextual solicitation makes it much 
easier for students to understand:

New research suggests that students are now far more likely to look to 
YouTube for an answer to a question than to look it up on Wikipedia. 
What are two or three reasons for this?
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Questions are hard to compose in the middle of the lesson. This 
approach gives teachers a template for formulating clear impromptu 
questions that students will find easy to process. “I like this technique,” 
one teacher told me, “because it stops me asking convoluted questions 
that even I don’t know the answers to.”

Another reason you should adopt this technique is that students 
respond to it. I have always found that students are more likely to volun-
teer answers to contextual solicitations than to other questions. Indeed, 
many teachers find that using this form of question is a reliable way to 
prompt an answer when an individual student is struggling to offer one at 
all (Fisher & Frey, 2014).

This outcome probably occurs because framing the question with a 
statement acts as a form of scaffolding: the statement cues students on 
how to approach the question itself (Fisher & Frey, 2014). You can encour-
age students to make the connection between the statement and the ques-
tion by linking the two with some “conditional language.” Phrases such as 
“given that this is a fact” and “this being the case” help students see the 
link between these two parts of a contextual solicitation (Kelly, 2017).

As with inverted questions, the contextual solicitation is easy to master 
with a little practice and is worth trying out in your classroom. For further 
discussion of how to word these statements, see “Prompts” (pp. 32–33).

Checking with Others
Golden questions, inverted questions, and contextual solicitation are 

all aimed at encouraging students to add detail to their own answers. We 
can also emphasize the importance of students providing justification for 
their own answers by getting them to do this for others. Two strategies for 
this are exampling and second drafting.

Exampling is a common teaching strategy: a student answers a ques-
tion correctly, and you check with the rest of the class to see if they can 
provide other examples to support the response. Here’s an example:
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Teacher:  Is an armed coup the only way revolutions happen?
Student:  It can happen when protests like marches and strikes lead 

to the government falling. That sort of happened in the 
Philippines, when my parents lived in Manila.

Teacher:  Can anyone think of another example to back up Althea’s 
suggestion?

Student:  The Velvet Revolution?

I often advise teachers to use this strategy when one student is domi-
nating class discussion. In these cases, it may be evident that the student 
who answered the question understands what you are teaching, but what 
about the rest of the class? Asking for further examples gives you this 
feedback. You can also use exampling when a student gives you an answer 
that is correct but lacks detail or supporting evidence.

Second drafting is another time-saving strategy for testing stu-
dent understanding. Typically you use this technique when you want to 
improve the quality of student responses. After receiving an initial stu-
dent response, you ask other class members to refine that answer. You 
might ask them to use more formal language or more precise terms, or get 
them to phrase the answer in a more fluent or concise fashion. The impor-
tant point here is that they are evaluating the quality of class responses 
and trying to improve them, as shown in these examples:

Teacher:  How would you best describe this group of elements?
James: Xenon and neon are part of that group of special gases that 

don’t react to stuff.
Teacher:  Can someone come up with a second draft of that response? 

Aaron?
Aaron: Xenon and neon are part of the family of inert gases that are 

nonreactive.

Teacher:  If you don’t know what the word is, what is one of the strate-
gies that you can use?

Ava:  When you put your hand over some of the letters to try to 
figure out the sounds.

Teacher:  Can someone come up with a second draft of that answer?
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Ruby:  When you chunk, you put your fingers over groups of letters 
to find smaller words or sounds that you already know.

If you have a gifted student, you may want to pay particular atten-
tion to these two strategies. Most of the questions I get from teachers in 
regard to differentiation are about students who are struggling. However, 
differentiation requires us to modify our courses to meet all students at 
their point of need—even those who are well advanced in their studies 
(Tomlinson, 2014). In my experience, this differentiation is often done 
by designing alternative tasks for gifted students, but this is a labor- and 
time-intensive process.

Sometimes the best (and quickest) way to differentiate is to subtly 
alter your whole-class delivery. In questioning, this might mean refer-
ring an answer to a more able student for clarification or qualification. 
This approach benefits both students. Not only does the student who ini-
tially answered get to hear his answer elaborated on or redrafted, but the 
gifted student also gets practice at working at a level of challenge that 
suits her ability.

Sequencing Questions
I have worked with more than 150 schools on refining questioning tech-
niques and have seen scores of teachers whose practice has improved by 
working on the little details of how they run class discussions and orally 
interact with students. Moreover, I’ve seen how this focus helps teach-
ers assess “in the moment,” and how giving more oral feedback in class 
means they can reduce the amount of written correction they have to 
do afterward.

An enormous part of that process involves exploring the types of ques-
tions you use. Determining what type of question to ask each student is a 
key classroom skill. However, we need to be wary of presuming that just 
asking the right question inevitably leads to better learning. Questions do 
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not inevitably result in good answers any more than telephones ensure 
quality conversations. It is not just how questions are asked that matters 
but also when they are asked and in what order.

Teachers in a lot of schools I have worked with tend to miss this point. 
They appear to base their understanding of questioning on the older body 
of research that argued that teachers should concentrate their efforts on 
higher-order questions—specific strategies designed to elicit more sophis-
ticated responses (Wilen & Clegg, 1986). In my experience, this approach 
does not always reflect the complexities of classroom discussion.

Classroom questions are context-dependent. Whether a question is a 
foundational question or a higher-order one depends on a host of factors: 
the point in a lesson at which it is asked, the age or ability of the students 
to which it is directed, and the material to which it refers. For example, 
a higher-order question for most of your class might be a lower-order, 
remedial query for a gifted student. Similarly, a foundational question 
that asks your students to recall a prior lesson might require higher-order 
deductive reasoning if one of your students struggles to retain informa-
tion. Nothing in a classroom happens in isolation.

Your questioning strategies need to address this dynamic environ-
ment. In my experience, the easiest way to do this is to have some simple 
scaffolds for sequencing your questions. You don’t have to follow these 
slavishly. For example, there is no need to write out elaborate lesson plans 
for a class discussion—this would add to your workload, not lighten it!—
but these scaffolds should be something to keep in mind as you shape how 
the lesson develops.

What might a questioning scaffold look like? Two examples that I have 
found easy to use are See, Think, and Wonder and Marzano’s four phases 
of questioning. (A third scaffold known as Newman’s error analysis, or 
Newman’s prompts [State of New South Wales, Department of Education, 
n.d.], is another that I have used frequently with math teachers and is well 
worth checking out.)
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See, Think, and Wonder
This well-known thinking routine (Visual Thinking, 2015) is built 

around three questions:

What do you see?
What do you think about that?
What does it make you wonder?

Originally designed for exploring visual material, it is an excellent strat-
egy for investigating stimulus material of all kinds. I have seen it used 
successfully to explore everything from data charts and documents to 
websites and assessment criteria sheets.

The strategy’s effectiveness rests on the simple fact that it care-
fully sequences student investigation from the lower-order details to 
higher-order reflection. I have always found that using it helps teachers 
be mindful of this sequencing. For instance, consider how the teacher in 
the following example conducts a class discussion about a photograph. 
He begins the exercise by asking students to establish the basic details of 
their visual analysis:

Teacher:  What can you see?
Students:  Six children.
 Fences.
 A dirt road.

The teacher is careful to ensure that his students don’t jump to inference 
before the class has established these basic details:

Student:  Happy kids.
Teacher:  Remember we are listing what we see, not what we think.
Student:  Oh. Three kids smiling.

Then the teacher asks students to build inferences out of these details:
Teacher:  What do you think when you see this image?
Student:  It’s a group of friends.
Teacher:  What makes you say that?
Student:  They’re sitting so close together, smiling and laughing.
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Once students have grouped the details in this way, the teacher asks them 
to consider what questions they still have about this image:

Teacher:  OK, what does this picture make you wonder?
Students:  Who took this picture?
 Where was it taken?
 Why are there no girls in the photo?

See, Think, and Wonder uses simple questions that are carefully 
sequenced to deepen student inquiry. This approach reflects the basic 
structure of most question-sequence schemes: starting with a focus on 
foundational details that are then organized into bigger categories, with 
students finishing the investigation by elaborating on their insights and 
testing them by exploring evidence. This type of approach offers you a 
quick, intuitive way to plan a lesson.

Four Phases of Questioning
Marzano’s four phases of questioning (Marzano & Simms, 2014) is 

a similarly effective scaffold for classroom discussions, with questions 
organized as follows:

• Detail questions: Asking questions about important details

• Category questions: Asking students about the categories into 
which these details can be grouped

• Elaboration questions: Asking students to elaborate on the charac-
teristics of these categories

• Evidence questions: Asking students to identify sources, examine 
reasoning, and provide supporting evidence

The questions describe a “specific linear sequence” for questioning stu-
dents. I usually just keep them in mind when I’m running a class discus-
sion, making sure I ask questions from each phase as the lesson develops. 
My experience suggests that getting teachers to sequence questions is an 
effective way to plan rigorous lessons on the fly.
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When I’m first introducing this approach to other teachers, though, I 
ask them to prepare one or two questions for each phase before they start 
teaching. In the example below, I have asked the teacher to list the learn-
ing goal and criteria of his legal studies lesson:

Learning intention:
We are learning the procedural features of the adversarial system.

Success criteria:
I can explain the judge’s and the jury’s roles in trial proceedings.
I can determine whether each case study is a criminal or a civil case.

I then asked the teacher to come up with a couple of questions for each 
phase of the lesson:

Detail questions:
Who oversees criminal trials?
Who decides the verdict in a criminal trial?

Category questions:
What are some general characteristics of a criminal trial?
How is a criminal trial like this different from a civil trial?

Elaboration questions:
Why is the jury so important for making trials fair?
What if we got rid of juries? How would that change our system of trial?

Evidence questions:
How do we know that the source in our textbook is reliable?
In what ways might the jury system lead to trials being less fair?

The teacher took only six minutes to come up with this information. 
Of course, in the actual lesson the teacher asked many other questions. 
However, what is important here is that in a very short time the teacher 
was able to develop a logical, ordered sequence of questions that shaped 
his lesson.

As with See, Think, and Wonder, this simple scaffold helps teachers 
quickly map the arc of their lesson. It reminds us that effective question-
ing is not just a matter of employing isolated techniques but rather of 
shaping the sequence of questions you use to scaffold student learning 
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(Good & Brophy, 2008). Dantonio and Beisenherz (2001) have neatly 
summarized the effectiveness of this approach: “Consistently, the lit-
erature on effective questioning practices has insisted that questioning 
sequences are far more effective in promoting student understanding 
than any one type of question” (quoted in Marzano & Simms, 2014, p. 12). 
Or, as I often put it to new teachers: isolated questions are like isolated 
facts—hard to learn from.

If you want to explore this strategy further, see Appendix A, a ques-
tioning sequence scaffold that includes additional detailed templates for 
creating questions for each of these phases.

Response Strategies
How we ask questions, and the order we ask them in, shapes class discus-
sion, but so does how we respond to answers. Do you have a wide range 
of techniques for unpacking incorrect or incomplete answers and for 
exploring and building on correct ones?

In my experience, teachers don’t have a lot of formal training in ques-
tioning. As a result, they tend to use the so-called IRE model of classroom 
interaction (Pope, 2013). In this approach the teacher initiates a ques-
tion, the student responds, and then the teacher evaluates the answer, as 
in this example:

Initiate:  Marco, what is the capital of Mongolia?
Respond:  Ulan Bator?
Evaluate:  Correct.

This pattern of questioning places you, the teacher, at the center of 
class discussion. It focuses attention on what you already know and frames 
questioning as a process of guessing “what’s in the teacher’s head” (Fisher 
& Frey, 2014). Of course, teachers must facilitate class interaction, but you 
should avoid being the mediator of all student thinking. A teacher-centric 
approach can “crowd out” students’ insights and minimize their role in 
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class discussions (Burns & Myhill, 2004). Moreover, it is a workload trap. 
Analyzing the research on the prevalence of teacher-focused class dis-
cussions, John Hattie has dryly observed that students should not “come 
to school to watch teachers working” (2012, p. 73). If you wish to build a 
sustainable and effective assessment practice, one in which your students 
play an active role in class discussion, then moving away from an IRE 
model of response is crucial.

What do you replace it with? Here are some strategies for subtly alter-
ing how you respond to answers, putting the onus on students to be more 
active in class discussions.

Lateral Questioning/Pivots

Changing an Initiate-Respond-Evaluate (IRE) questioning pattern 
into an Initiate-Respond-Follow-up (IRF) pattern is one of my favorite 
ways to keep students thinking in class discussions. Instead of evaluat-
ing the student’s response, as in the above example, in an IRF pattern you 
pass this task to another student:

Initiate:  Marco, what is the capital of Mongolia?
Respond:  Ulan Bator?
Follow-up:  Is that right, Helena?

This approach is sometimes referred to as lateral questioning. It 
encourages your students to track each other’s observations and to focus 
not just on the final answer but the thinking behind it. When students lis-
ten, evaluate, and respond to their peers’ ideas, they see answers not as 
something they have but something they develop.

A range of popular routines can remind you not to dominate class-
room discussion. Ask, Pause, Pick, Pivot (APPP) is an easy-to-remember 
strategy that works well:

Ask:  Pose a question to the entire group.
Pause:  Provide appropriate thinking time for students to formulate 

an answer.
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Pick:  Identify an individual student to offer an answer.
Pivot:  Seek out another student to offer an assessment of that 

response.

Here is a classroom transcript of how APPP works in an everyday les-
son, taken from a senior English class:

Teacher:  Why does the character do this, do you think? . . . Michael?
Michael:  I don’t know. Maybe he really cares about his cousin?
Teacher:  Who agrees with that? . . . Oki?
Oki:  Not really. I mean, I think he does it for the same reason he 

does everything—he wants to impress Lady Catherine in 
some way.

Teacher:  We have two very different views there. Kane, which do you 
think is right? Or do you have another view?

Kane:  Mmm . . . Probably Mick’s. I don’t think he does it just for 
Lady Catherine. You can tell he really expects Elizabeth to 
be happy he is helping the girls with his proposal to her. He 
even tells her that!

Here, the teacher’s questioning technique elicits and extends student 
thinking rather than simply adjudicating whether the answers are right 
or wrong.

The benefits of this approach are maximized when teachers also 
employ revoicing, prompts, and cues to encourage student involvement 
in the correction cycle.

Revoicing
It is not always easy to understand students’ tentative attempts to 

articulate their own thinking. Revoicing is a widely taught active- listening 
strategy that works when you don’t fully understand what a student is 
trying to say. You “revoice” by rephrasing a student’s answer back to him, 
asking him to verify that you have properly understood what he is say-
ing. Not only does this approach help the students who answered to hone 
their thinking, but it also makes this thinking clearer for their classmates 
(Chapin, O’Connor, & Anderson, 2009). I want to be clear that this does 
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not necessarily mean that the student’s thinking is correct. Revoicing just 
makes it easier to discern and respond to this thinking, whether it is right 
or wrong, as illustrated in this example:

Teacher:  Is 2 a prime number? Ari?
Ari:  No . . . because it is an even number that isn’t an odd one.
Teacher:  You’re saying 2 is not prime because it is an even—not an 

odd—number? Tell me more about your thinking.
Ari:  Primes are odd numbers, and 2 is an even number; so that’s 

why it can’t be a prime.

It is unrealistic to expect that your students’ initial answers will be flu-
ent and accurate. It is, after all, answering the question that helps them 
clarify their ideas. You should anticipate incomplete, incorrect, or awk-
wardly phrased responses and prepare strategies to address them in the 
moment. I have always found that the more diverse the range of abilities 
in a class, the more frequently I use this technique. Not only does it help 
you clarify what a struggling student is thinking, but it also encourages 
those who know the answer to better articulate their responses so that 
they can be used as a model answer by others in the class.

Revoicing is just one effective kind of response that helps clarify stu-
dent thinking. Prompts and cues are other useful options.

Prompts
Question prompts are carefully worded statements that preface a ques-

tion with a hint about how that question might be approached. (See also 
“Contextual Solicitation,” pp. 21–22.) You use them to respond to inaccu-
rate or confusing answers, or when a student has no response at all. They 
remind your students of knowledge and procedures they’re not accessing, 
help them identify the next step in an approach, or reiterate the value of 
a “rule of thumb” problem-solving strategy. Fisher and Frey (2014) offer 
four main types of prompts:

• Background Knowledge Prompts: Reminders about facts students 
have been taught but might have momentarily forgotten.
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Knowing that primary sources are more immediate but not neces-
sarily more accurate, how would you rank the reliability of these 
sources?

Remember, adding two negative numbers makes a positive. What 
might the answer be?

• Process Prompts: Reminders about procedures that students 
should employ to address errors or misunderstandings.

I’m thinking about how you can use TEEL (T = topic sentence; 
E = explanation; E = example/evidence; L = link) to structure a 
paragraph. What should you do next?

The last step is to reduce the answer to its simplest form. Have you 
done this yet?

• Reflective Prompts: Cues that encourage students to review their 
own thinking.

Look again at the problem. Does your response address the ques-
tion that was asked?

What was the premise of your response? Explain to me why you 
presumed that.

• Heuristic Prompts: Queries that ask students to try “rule of thumb” 
problem-solving strategies that might suit their individual needs.

I often put the author’s name at the start of the sentence. Would 
your argument be clearer with an active sentence like that?

I can see you are having trouble. Would the problem be easier if 
you used the blocks to count out the answer?

Cues
Cues resemble prompts and can serve a similar function in your ques-

tioning repertoire. A cue is a signal used to shift attention to something 
the student might have missed. Cues can take many forms, from verbal 
and nonverbal cues delivered by the teacher to visual reminders in work 
materials or changing something within a student’s work space (Fisher & 
Frey, 2014). Teachers use cues to encourage students to reconsider their 
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approach rather than to rely on the teacher to do all the work of correcting 
their mistakes. Here are some tips and examples of teacher cues:

• Employ verbal cues. For example, read a student’s work aloud 
to highlight what is confusing about a written response, or slow down as 
you read a particularly important passage from a text you want the stu-
dent to notice.

• Provide visual reminders in work materials. For example, 
underline the formula in a page of problem-solving questions to remind 
students of the approach for answering these queries.

• Change a student’s workspace. For example, place a dictionary 
on a student’s desk to cue the student to proof an answer.

• Use teacher movement. For example, point out the orientation 
on a map to help students identify compass points or gesture to where 
on the board you have provided a sample answer that they can use as 
a model.

If you have students who are struggling because of a learning disability 
or find schooling particularly difficult, you should pay particular attention 
to the last two types of cues. One of the main ways we differentiate is by 
making changes to a student’s learning environment (Tomlinson, 2014). 
This is easy to forget; sometimes we can be so focused on helping students 
that we overlook how the surrounding environment might be adding to 
their issues. I tell first- and second-year teachers, by way of analogy, that 
sometimes it is better to remove a stuck lid on a jar by twisting the jar, not 
the lid. Investing a little time in redesigning the learning space so you can 
cue students more readily (having the right books close at hand, changing 
the seating order in class so your cues are more visible, etc.) can help your 
students overcome obstacles more quickly.

Indeed, I have found that cues and prompts are both quicker and more 
effective than other techniques for addressing wrong answers. Prompting 
your students to revise their answers in the moment is more efficient than 
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trying to address their misconceptions once those ideas are well estab-
lished. Cues and prompts are the kind of “minute by minute, lesson by les-
son” response strategies that teachers can add to their practice without 
adding to their workload (Wiliam, 2011).

Addressing Interruptions
Whenever I explore response strategies with classroom teachers, they 
raise the issue of student behavior. This is inevitable—responding to stu-
dents also means responding to interruptions and off-task behavior. Obvi-
ously this is not a classroom management book, but it is worth quickly 
sketching some key principles of positive learning environments that fos-
ter questioning.

Endorse Good Practice
In classroom management, it is not what you say no to but what you 

say yes to that counts (Pearsall, 2010). Don’t just block interruptions and 
challenge off-task behavior; celebrate those behaviors you want to see 
more often. Praise good listening, attentiveness, and self-regulation.

Establish the Rules of Classroom Conversation
If you have not clearly established students’ rights and responsibili-

ties, then it is very difficult to conduct question-and-answer sessions 
effectively (Lewis, 2008). Inappropriate behavior saps instructional 
time—particularly if you have to explain each time why a specific behav-
ior is inappropriate. You must establish clear conventions about appro-
priate conduct during class discussion—and the consequences if these are 
breached—so that you can quickly deal with the inevitable interruptions.

Make It Safe to Answer
Offering answers and making public mistakes takes confidence. Your 

students need to know they can answer questions and discuss their 
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thinking without worrying that they will be judged or bullied. Your role 
is to protect students in class discussion. You should pay particular atten-
tion to put-downs and other forms of social censure that will limit stu-
dents’ propensity to take academic risks in front of their classmates.

Address Domineering Students
Addressing interruptions doesn’t just mean addressing off-task behav-

ior. It also means addressing students whose ability or enthusiasm leads 
them to crowd out their classmates. In virtually every workshop I run on 
questioning, I am asked about students who dominate classroom discus-
sion. “My problem,” one teacher told me, “is not the students who muck 
around or even the students who won’t answer—it’s the student who 
answers every single question.”

Cold calling, thinking time, and lateral questions can all be under-
mined by able students dominating class conversation. Not only is it cru-
cial that you resist the urge to do most of the talking in class; you also must 
guide more confident students away from this tendency. You can do this 
in a number of simple ways.

Nonverbal signaling. You can use nonverbal signals as a first-order 
response to a capable student who is a dominating classroom conversa-
tion. Here are some examples:

• Tactically ignoring a student who calls out or repeatedly raises a 
hand by seeking answers elsewhere in the class

• Making eye contact with a student who calls out, raising your own 
hand to cue the student on how to wait appropriately, and then turning 
away to indicate the student needs to wait

• Using a raised palm to block interruptions, then pivoting the con-
versation to another student while leaving your palm open to emphasize 
this cue

Response tallies. If these simple approaches are ineffective, you 
might employ response tallies to encourage students to ask their most 
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pressing questions or offer only their most important points of view. The-
ses tallies are known by many labels—Talking Tokens, Raffle Ticket Dis-
cussions—but the routine generally has the same form:

• Students are given two or three tokens that they have to hand to 
the teacher each time they offer an answer or ask a question.

• When they have used all their tokens, they limit their contribu-
tions to listening and careful note taking.

This approach leads to able students “rationing” their responses, select-
ing their most sophisticated responses to use during their limited 
opportunities.

Referred questions pact. If neither of these approaches works, you 
can have a one-on-one conversation with the student to discuss a more 
demanding role for them during class discussion. This conversation usu-
ally involves these steps:

• Acknowledge the student’s high-level performance in class 
 discussions.

• Challenge the student to concentrate on more demanding 
 questions.

• Ask the student to do this by refraining from answering low-level 
foundational questions. Instead, the student should wait for you to direct 
a more challenging, higher-order question to him or her.

• Establish a signal with the student that tells when you are about 
to do this. For example, you might use a nonverbal cue or employ a pre-
arranged phrase such as “follow up.”

The following classroom extract provides a good example of a pact like 
this in action:

Ahmed:  Mass is how much stuff is in an object, but weight is how 
much gravity grabs on that stuff.

Teacher:  That’s right, but I want to ask a follow-up question. Can I get 
someone to draft a more formal way of putting that? Manar?
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Manar:  Mass is a measure of how much matter is in an object, 
whereas weight is a measure of how strongly gravity is pull-
ing on that matter.

Using this approach means you can differentiate your questions to 
meet individual students at their point of need. Some of your students 
can be called on to confirm or explore foundational knowledge, while oth-
ers can hone these answers into more sophisticated responses. Doing this 
simultaneously in a single classroom discussion is a useful strategy for a 
busy classroom teacher.

Summing Up
Questioning technique is the perfect starting point for teachers wanting 
to develop a sustainable set of assessment practices because questioning 
makes up such a large percentage of their everyday interactions with stu-
dents. Changing your questioning technique requires little or no further 
planning and can be done in the midst of a hectic day. Usually I counsel 
teachers to pick just one of these techniques and try it for a week or two. 
There are apps for measuring your progress as you refine your question-
ing technique (http://www.tln.org.au/apps or https://itunes.apple.com/
us/developer/teacher-learning-network/id422819543), but the anec-
dotal feedback alone is often persuasive. If a subtle adjustment of prac-
tice makes for better learning with less work, then teachers are quick to 
take up these techniques. (See Figure 1.1 for a summary of the techniques 
described in this chapter.)

I have seen the effectiveness of this approach again and again in my 
role as a teacher coach. By ensuring your questioning is inclusive and 
elicits evidentiary reasoning, and by carefully sequencing questions and 
anticipating student responses, you can transform your everyday assess-
ment practice. One powerful example of this comes from Cambodia, 
where the organization Teachers Without Borders has used a translation 
of one of my works on questioning (Pearsall, 2014) in its teacher-training 
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programs. Teachers in these programs work in poor rural schools with 
little to no resources or equipment. However, armed with subtle shifts 
in practice like the ones discussed in this chapter, these teachers can still 
make a real difference for young people.

The best teacher practices are often like this—they have a profound 
effect on students but can be quickly adopted by teachers. Refining your 
questioning technique is a powerful first step in creating assessment 
routines that are both less demanding on you and transformative for 
your students.

Figure 1.1

MORE EFFECTIVE QUESTIONING

How can I modify my questioning to gather more feedback in less time?

Questioning for Fuller Participation

You need a tool kit of questioning tech-
niques to encourage all students to take 
an active part in learning discussions—
avoiding the traps of letting a handful of 
students dominate class discussion or 
doing most of the talking yourself. 

Cold Calling—Asking a student a question 
without first checking whether the student 
knows the answer generates fuller partici-
pation. There are lots of ways to make this 
an effective and routine practice:

• Telling students
• Speculative framing 
• Answer scaffolds
• Think-Pair-Share 
• Question relay 
• Selecting students at random
• Inclusive questioning 

Thinking Time—Offering students sufficient 
thinking time is another way to encourage 
them to take an active part in class discus-
sion and reflection. This includes strategies 
that foster longer wait and pause times:

• Pre-cueing
• “Many hands up”
• Using an app
• Placeholder statements
• Reflective statements 
• Blank prompts

continued
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Eliciting Evidentiary Reasoning

Effective teachers don’t just ask students 
for the answer; they also ask them to voice 
the thinking behind that answer—even 
if the thinking is that the question is too 
difficult.  

The Golden Question—Asking students 
“What makes you say that?” is a quick way 
to prompt them to explain the thinking that 
has gone into their answers.  

Inverted Questions—An inverted question 
presents students with an answer and asks 
them to comment on why it is correct.

Contextual Solicitation—Making a contex-
tualizing statement before asking students 
a question reminds them of a key piece of 
knowledge or cues them to use a particular 
technique.

Checking with Others—This strategy 
emphasizes the importance of students 
providing justification for their own answers 
by getting them to do this for others, using 
techniques such as these:

• Exampling
• Second drafting

Sequencing Questions

We need to be wary of presuming that just 
asking the right question inevitably leads to 
better learning. It is not just how questions 
are asked that matters but also when they 
are asked and in what order.

See, Think, and Wonder—This well-known 
thinking routine helps students develop 
their thinking in a scaffolded way, mov-
ing from observation through inference to 
speculation.  

Four Phases of Questioning—Marzano’s 
questioning scaffold provides a graduated 
way to develop depth and complexity over 
the course of a lesson:

• Detail questions: Asking questions 
about important details

• Category questions: Asking students to 
identify examples

• Elaboration questions: Requiring  
students to make inferences

• Evidence questions: Asking students to 
identify sources and examine reasoning

Figure 1.1

MORE EFFECTIVE QUESTIONING (continued)
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Response Strategies

How we respond to answers can shape 
class discussion. You need a wide range 
of techniques for unpacking incorrect or 
incomplete answers, and for exploring and 
building on correct ones.

Lateral Questioning/Pivots—Changing an 
Initiate-Response-Evaluate (IRE) questioning 
pattern into an Initiate-Response-Follow-
up (IRF) pattern keeps students thinking in 
class discussions. “Ask, Pause, Pick, Pivot” 
(APPP) is an easy-to-remember routine for 
prompting lateral questioning.

Revoicing—”Revoicing” is simply rephrasing 
a student’s answer, asking for verification 
that you have properly understood what the 
student is saying.  

Prompts—Question prompts are carefully 
worded statements that preface a question 
with a hint about how that question might be 
approached.

Cues—A cue is a signal used to shift a stu-
dent’s attention to something that might 
have been missed.

Addressing Interruptions

When you are conducting classroom dis-
cussions, you need practical techniques for 
dealing with distractions, off-task behavior, 
and individuals who might monopolize the 
conversation. 

Endorse Good Practice—Don’t just block 
interruptions and challenge off-task behav-
ior; celebrate those behaviors you want to 
see more often. 

Establish the Rules of Classroom  
Conversation—If you have not clearly estab-
lished students’ rights and responsibilities, 
then it is very difficult to conduct question-
and-answer sessions effectively.

Make It Safe to Answer—Offering answers 
and making public mistakes requires confi-
dence. Your students need to know they can 
answer questions and discuss their thinking 
without worrying that they will be judged or 
bullied.

Address Domineering Students— 
Addressing interruptions doesn’t just mean 
addressing off-task behavior. It also means 
addressing students whose ability or enthu-
siasm “crowds out” their classmates. Tech-
niques to consider include these:

• Nonverbal signaling
• Response tallies
• Referred questions pact
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