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What this unit is about
There is much discussion and research into the kinds of questions that teachers use in
lessons to assist learning. Another important dimension to asking questions is to examine
the kind of questions or statements that students ask. Encouraging students to ask
questions about the world around them is part of stimulating students’ interest in science.
Many students already ask a lot of questions, but they often ask them when their parents
or you are very busy, so answering them is not always convenient. But if time is not given
to students’ questions, there is a risk of stifling their interest in science.
This unit explores the kinds of questions or statements that students ask. It also looks at
ways to handle such questions in order to provoke students’ interest and encourage them
to ask more productive questions that lead to deeper understanding through investiga-
tions.

What you can learn in this unit

l How to handle the range of students’ questions.

l How to help and support your students to raise their own productive questions.

l The importance of sorting and classifying objects and materials in science.

Why this approach is important
Encouraging your students to ask questions about all kinds of materials and objects is
important to their learning in science. It is a way to stimulate interest and capture
attention. Students need to develop their scientific literacy in order to make informed
choices about their lifestyle and work. Being able to question science activities and
findings is therefore a crucial skill to develop in your students.
Students’ questions give you an insight into the issues and problems that they are trying
to understand and may be struggling to make sense of. It is as they raise these questions
that they try to link together new ideas or observations with what they already know. It is
important, therefore, that you as their teacher pay attention to their questions and handle
them effectively. Students’ questions help you to evaluate their learning.
Being able to sort and classify is an important skill for everyone because it allows us to
choose and select the best material, object, substance or way of working to do a task
effectively. Key to sorting and classifying effectively is being able to raise questions about
the objects being sorted to identify similarities and differences. Collections of objects and
materials present good starting points for helping students to raise their own questions.

What this unit is about

5 of 9 Wednesday 27 May 2015



1 Why students ask questions
Students ask lots of questions from an early age for a variety of reasons, including
wanting to know more about the world around them. Often their questions are raised to
help them make links with what they know.
Not all their questions are easy to answer and some do not need answering immediately,
but all of them should be respected and taken seriously. This is not always easy when you
are very busy or the question seems irrelevant to what you are teaching. However,
acknowledging the question and answering it will show students that you value their
request and their ideas. This will encourage them to continue to be curious about their
surroundings. But to ignore or ridicule their efforts could have detrimental effects on their
participation in science and belief in themselves as learners.

Activity 1: Analysing children’s questions
Look at this list of questions (adapted from Harlen, 1985) from students:

1 What is a baby dog called?
2 Why do I get sick?
3 If I mix red and green paint, what colour will I get?
4 How long do snakes live?
5 Are there people on other planets?
6 Why can I see myself in a pond?
7 How does a car work?
8 Why is the sky blue?
9 If God made the world, who made God?
10 When will it rain next?

How would you respond to each of these spontaneous questions? Which of these
questions would you find easy to answer? Which would be harder to answer? Why do
you think this?

Depending on the types of questions that students ask, there are strategies you can use
to help answer the question and maintain students’ interest. Not all questions need to be
answered immediately or at all. Not all questions are productive questions to lead to
‘hands on’ science, but nonetheless they need some kind of response; this may be that
you do not know the answer and will find out, or you cannot answer because nobody
knows the answer.
Some of these questions can be answered very easily, because the students just want the
information. Others are not so simple. For example, your response to Question 9 depends
on your own beliefs. For Question 5, you cannot say no and you would need to say
something like ‘We do not know yet’. The other questions can all be answered, but some
are more difficult for younger students, as they do not have enough experience to
understand the explanation. With some careful further questioning by you, Question 3 (for
example) could be used to start some investigations into aspects of the science involved.
These are more productive types of questions as they hint at possible further action or
investigations.

1 Why students ask questions
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You may not even know the answers to some of the questions unless you do some
research. Many teachers may fear letting their students raise their own questions in case
they cannot answer the question for the students.

2 What kinds of questions do stu-
dents ask?
Now read Case Study 1.

Case Study 1: Mrs Das’s students raise questions to sort and
classify objects
Mrs Das teaches 57 students in Class III. She is keen to help her students investigate the
local environment and science using local resources. She explains how she set up a
sorting activity and encouraged her students to ask questions about the objects.

I have always enjoyed doing practical activities with my class. I wanted to help them
explore the difference between living and dead things, so I collected together a group of
objects from around the classroom and outside. I also included a few pictures that I cut out
of magazines of some animals. I prepared two labels (‘Living’ and ‘Not living’) and put
these on the table in front of my students [Figure 1].

Figure 1 Labels for a class activity.

I worked with two groups of six students while the rest of the class did other tasks. I did this
over two lessons with five groups in the first and the same in the second. I gave each pair of
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students one object and asked them to think what questions they wanted answered about their
object. All of them suggested questions like:

l What is it?

l Is it a plant or animal?

l Where does it live?

l What does it eat?

l Is it real?

l Where did you find it?

l Is it dead?

l Is this living?

l Is it dangerous?

l Is it poisonous?

All of these were the sort of questions you would expect students of this age to ask. They were
more focused on naming them and fitting the simple information into their current
understanding and experience.

After they had all done the task I asked them if anyone could answer these questions. They
could answer some but not others. Mostly they were able to name the objects, including most
of the animal pictures but not as many of the plants and just a few of the other objects. Picking
up on their question ‘Is it dead?’, I asked the students if they could sort the objects into living
and not living.

All the students participated – even those who are normally very reticent to answer questions
in whole-class discussions. I asked questions when the group struggled with its discussion,
but otherwise I just listened. I asked one group why they had put a dead leaf into ‘Not living’
and the other group why they had put their dead leaf into ‘Living’. It was clear that they were
confused about the leaf and so we discussed if it had ever been alive, and agreed in the end to
add it to a new group labelled ‘Once living’.

My students found it easy to decide about a piece of metal but found a piece of cotton cloth
difficult to group, as it had once been living and was now made into fabric. The discussion and
their questioning helped my students to clarify their thinking about the difference between
living and non-living things. Their curiosity was aroused by the interactive task.
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