THE ART OF QUESTIONING

HELPING STUDENTS DEVELOP SELF-DISCIPLINE

By Mary Beth Hewitt

When I took my first education courses, I was told it was very important that I tell my students what my expectations were.  I started teaching at the elementary level and I found that, for the most part, telling students my expectations was not a problem.  When I said, “Get your reading books out,” my students quickly took out their books.  When I told a child to “Use an inside voice,” he/she spoke more softly.  Then I started working with adolescents.  Although many of the students still complied with my directives, I encountered an increasing number of students who did not.  Some common exchanges were:  

Adult:
Take your reading books out.

Student:
Say please.

Student:
Why?  I’m not done with my math work yet.

Student:
No.

Adult: 
Stop running.

Student:
You told me to hurry up.

Student:
I’m not running, I’m walking fast.

Student:
Why?

Student:
Everyone else is running.  Why are you on my case?

Suddenly, I found myself having my directions challenged.  My directives no longer brought about compliance; instead they frequently created arguments.  Later on, I discovered that there was a rational explanation for what was occurring.  My elementary age students were in the Pre-existential1 phase of development whereas my adolescent students were going through the Existential Crisis2. 

Having your authority challenged is not comfortable.  When you are challenged, the natural instinct is to become defensive and behave in a more authoritarian manner.  Directions get repeated, arguments ensue, voices get louder. Unfortunately, a child does not develop a sense of personal responsibility for his/her behavior unless he/she is allowed and encouraged to think and act for him/herself. Therefore, adults who become more controlling and authoritative do not achieve their goal of helping students develop self-discipline. 
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ere are some situations for you to try:


 


 


1) A student is tipping back in his chair.


 


2) Students are running in the hallway.


 


3) A


 student is shouting out answers.


 


4) A student has finished his work early and is di


s-


turbing his peers.


 


1) I know it’s difficult to sit for a long time…how do 


you sit in a chair….so that you can be safe?


 


2) I’m glad you want to get 


to class on time…how 


fast do we go in the halls…so that you can arrive 


safely?


 


3)  It’s great you want to participate...what’s t


he 


procedure for answering….so that everyone gets a 


turn?


 


4) I know it’s hard to wait once you’ve had your 


turn….what can you do


 to keep yourself busy…so 


that you don’t disturb others while you’re waiting.?
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1) A student is tipping back in his chair. 

2) Students are running in the hallway. 

3) A student is shouting out answers. 
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turbing his peers. 

1) I know it’s difficult to sit for a long time…how do 

you sit in a chair….so that you can be safe?  

2) I’m glad you want to get  to class on time…how 

fast do we go in the halls…so that you can arrive 

safely?  

3)  It’s great you want to participate...what’s t he 

procedure for answering….so that everyone gets a 

turn?  

4) I know it’s hard to wait once you’ve had your 

turn….what can you do  to keep yourself busy…so 

that you don’t disturb others while you’re waiting.?  


1In the pre-existential phase, a student’s emotional need is for an expert and all powerful adult who directs behavior, makes rules, judges violators, punishes the guilty, handles all problems, provides protection, and provides what is needed for satisfaction. Adults are seen as benevolent authority, dictating and enforcing standards of behavior. In the view of pre-existential students, adults are responsible. These students look to them for protection, problem solving, and maintenance of law and order.  (Long, p. 60).

 2The Existential Crisis is a phase in social-emotional development when a student’s belief in the absolute, omnipotent authority of adults begins to falter (Wood, 1996) and students have doubts about the capacity of adults to handle all problems.  As they struggle to discover just who is in charge and who is responsible for problem solving, they frequently test authority.  Although children can go through an existential crisis at any age, it normally begins around age nine.  It can occur earlier, however, when uncertain life situations or unreliable adults are part of the child’s life. (Long, p. 61)

Although the Existential Crisis is a difficult period for both adults and children, in the long run it is good news. People frequently complain that students don’t think for themselves, that they function from an external locus of control and don’t accept responsibility for their behavior. At a certain age we want children to shift from always relying on adults to solve their problems to becoming self-directed, self-reliant and responsible for their own behavior. However, the ability to think for oneself never fully develops or can become atrophied unless it is exercised and used.  Although a group of students who do exactly what you tell them to do may be easier for you, they are an infantalized group that will not be able to function without external direction. There is an enormous difference between obedience (doing what you are told) and cooperation (doing what you know you should do).

There is a method adults can use that will help children make responsible behavioral choices.  This strategy involves providing a simple template that will guide students into looking inwardly for direction.  Sound complicated?  Actually, it’s not. It merely requires the adult to shift from telling the child what to do to asking the child what he/she should be doing.  Asking questions, in a benign (emotionally neutral) way engages a student and stimulates his/her thought process. We know this in the academic arena.  After direct instruction, we begin asking students questions. This gives us insight into their current level of knowledge and enables us to know what needs to be retaught. The same should be true for behavioral matters.

At a certain age, I believe that most kids start sending us signals that they are ready to start thinking for themselves. A common complaint of an adolescent is that adults are always telling me what to do.  Teenagers lament, “You don’t have to tell me what to do anymore.  I’m not a little kid.  I KNOW!”   Records are filled with notations that certain teenagers have difficulty with authority figures.  Does this mean that adults should abdicate their authority?  No.  It does mean, however, that the adult role shifts from omnipotent dictator or benevolent despot to guide, partner and conscience.

When I’ve shared the “asking versus telling” philosophy in workshops, some people tell me that they have been advised not to ask questions. I believe the advisement against asking questions is given because if you ask a question when you are emotional, your question is likely to be either sarcastic or rhetorical. Both are passive aggressive ways of behaving in reaction to internal frustration.  You are more likely to ask these types of questions if you are feeling annoyed, frustrated, or angry.  You are no longer asking to help stimulate the students’ self-knowledge or for information but rather to make a point.  
Examples of rhetorical questions include:


How many times do I have to tell you?


Do you think I was born yesterday?


Do I look stupid?


Do I look like your mother?


Where was your head?


Could I have made it any easier?


Just why are you so stupid?


What’s more important than listening to me?

Rhetorical questions are not asked for the purpose of gaining information.  If you really don’t want to hear an answer, then you are not asking a true question; rather you are attempting to convey a feeling.  I was watching a new television show about high school students.  The teacher asked a student a question.  The student responded with, “Is this a rhetorical question?…because if it is, I don’t want to answer it.  I just got back from spending a half an hour in the office for answering the last rhetorical question.”  

Sarcastic questions are more insidious.  I was explaining the advantages of asking questions and a staff member who worked with high school age students said that he always asked his students questions.  He gave this example, “If a student comes into my room late, I stop class and I ask the whole group, ‘Who can tell John what the procedure is for coming into class late?’”  I asked him if he was angry when he said this and he replied that he never gets angry.  He did, however, admit to being a bit perturbed.  I asked him what his goal was when he asked the question and he replied that he wanted to make the student feel uncomfortable.  This is a great example of a sarcastic question and it also highlights the difference between addressing a question to a group to share information versus using a proxy to embarrass an individual.  I like what Richard Curwin and Alan Mendler say in their book “Discipline With Dignity”; NEVER do to a student what you wouldn’t want done to you.  Public humiliation has no place in how we treat students.

If you are feeling annoyed or frustrated, it is best to share a healthy “I” message about your feelings rather than asking a rhetorical or sarcastic question.  If a student comes in late to class, you could address the student privately by saying, “I feel frustrated when you don’t come to class on time.  I want you to do well and it makes it difficult for you to get all the information when you’re late.”

PROACTIVE QUESTIONS

Proactive questions are asked BEFORE a behavior or an event occurs.  For most adults, these are questions that are part of their internal and, therefore, invisible dialogue that occurs prior to taking action. Since onlookers are not privy to the thought process mature adults go through preceding a visible action, asking children the same questions we ask ourselves can give them a model for the types of things they should be thinking about before they act.  

Proactive questions provide information about students’ current level of knowledge.
Children often do know much more than adults give them credit for.  When we go into a situation presuming they don’t know and are dependent on us to tell them, we take away a part of their locus of control.  If they see the rules as the “grown ups’” rules, then the grown ups are responsible for enforcing them.  If, however, they see the rules, as those things that they know are the things to do, then they see them as guidelines for their behavior, which they are responsible for following.  If children have been taught routines, procedures, and have access to information, they do already know many of our expectations.  Here is an example:

I had some of my friend’s children over to my house for the afternoon one day.  They spied some tools and wood in the garage and asked if they could use them.  They were old enough to know how to use the hammer and other tools appropriately, but I worried about how careful they’d be with them and how they’d interact when they were both vying for the same tool.  My options were to either tell them the expectations and the penalties for violating them OR ask them what they thought the rules were.  I opted for the second choice:

“What do you think the rules are for using the tools?”  “No hitting your brother with the hammer,” Trevor said.  (I chuckled to myself; that was what I was most worried about.)  “Good one and what else?”  They both gave me an extensive list which included safety considerations, how they were going to solve sharing problems (“If Kyle is using the hammer and I need it, I’ll ask him and then find something else to do until he is done“), and what they would do in the eventuality that they couldn’t solve a problem.  When they had finished, there was nothing they hadn’t covered.  In fact, they had thought about some things that I didn’t.  They worked well together, made some beautiful things, and cleaned up.  

I used this same technique with my students at the beginning of the school year and at the beginning of each new activity.  I have never been disappointed by their responses.  I am not suggesting that adults shouldn’t cover rules and expectations at the beginning of the school, but if we want to encourage students to function from an internal locus of control, we should find out what they do know and then fill in the gaps if necessary. 
Proactive questions help with organization

Once routines and procedures are established, the students know what is expected.  That doesn’t mean that they will always do it, or always remember, but on some level they know.  Rather than telling them something they already know, the art of phrasing questions can help stimulate their memory and students can self-correct their behavior.  

In a well-organized classroom the students can be extremely independent.  I was observing in a classroom one day and watched a master teacher.  The general classroom rules were clearly posted, procedure charts were posted near special areas, the daily schedule and materials were posted on the board.  

Morning Procedures

1) Put away your things

2) Make lunch arrangements

3) Hand in notes and/or homework

4) Check your job chart

5) Decide your “free time” activity

6) Be at your desk at 9:15

Activity
Things You Need

9:15-9:30
Class meeting
You

9:30-10:00
Language arts
reading book,



paper, pencil, you

10:00-10:30
Math
math book, paper,



pencil, ruler, you

If the teacher noticed that a student hadn’t done a task, she asked, “Have you done #3?” The child checked the chart, evaluated his behavior and self-corrected.  Throughout the morning she guided the students’ behavior by asking questions like, “What time is it?”  “What is the next activity?”  “Do you have the materials you need?”  Actually, this questioning process is very similar to the self-talk steps involved in teaching students organizational skills from the Skillstreaming series by Dr. Arnold Goldstein.

Proactive questions give you insight into the invisible world of thoughts.

At times students have asked me for permission to do something “out of the ordinary.”  For example, “Can we outside and do our work?”  If I had just responded with a simple “No” I generally got an argument.  I learned that if I had some concerns about doing what was requested, rather than responding with a quick answer, I’d hesitate and then ask, “Why do you think I’m hesitating?”  Generally my students could come up multiple guesses, which not only identi-fied my original concern but gave me insight into others things I hadn’t even considered.  By asking a question, I gained information.  I was then able to ask him how he planned on allaying each concern. 
Proactive questions help students think before they act.

Stimulus response (S-R) theory teaches us that when an individual is confronted with a familiar stimulus, he/she generally responds in a habitual manner. Asking a question before the stimulus event occurs can help interrupt this pattern.  Essentially what you are doing is creating a space between the stimulus and the response which enables the individual to make a thoughtful rather than habitual response. 

For example, I used to work with a student who functioned very well while I was helping him, but the minute I left to help another student, he would throw his books on the floor and stop working.  I found that if BEFORE I left, I warned him of my impending departure and then asked questions, it had a positive effect on the way he responded.  The dialogue might go something like this:

Teacher:
In a minute I’m going to leave you to go help another student. How do you usually handle 
it when I leave?

Student:
I don’t like it. 

Teacher:
Sometimes you let me know that by throwing your books.  Then what happens?

Student:
I get into trouble.

Teacher:
What’s your plan for handling it differently 
this  time so you don’t get into trouble?

Student:
I’ll try to keep working and not throw anything.

Teacher:
Sounds like a great plan.

REACTIVE QUESTIONS 

Reactive questions are designed to correct behavior that is already in progress.  I believe that this is the hardest time to ask questions productively.  The adults’ goal is to approach the student in such a way that the individual willingly chooses to modify his/her behavior.  The adult moves from boss to guide. 

Of course, even if you ask a question in a benign way, people may perceive the question as accusatory in nature. Because of individuals’ past experiences with sarcastic/rhetorical questions, sometimes even benign questions are viewed as accusations even when not accompanied by an accusatory tone of voice or body language. One of the ways you can avert this perception is by framing your question between an empathic statement regarding intention and the rationale behind the correction. The empathic statement conveys that you are “friend” not foe; the question stimulates thought and providing the rationale demonstrates caring rather than nagging.

Let’s look at two different ways to address a group of teenagers fooling around in the hallway while they are waiting for the bus.  

Boss Directive:  Stop fooling around.

Possible responses:


We’re not doing anything.


Why?


You can’t tell me what to do. You’re not my teacher.


He was doing it first.

Guiding Question:  I know it’s hard to wait at the end of the day….how are you supposed to behave…so that you don’t get into trouble?

Possible responses: students self-correct behavior

Asking reactive questions can also help interrupt a behavior even when you aren’t initially sure of the motivation/intention behind it. I compare this to what police officers do when they stop a car and ask, “Do you know why I stopped you?”  The question gets the driver to examine his/her behavior rather than thinking of a defense against a direct accusation.

One day I was observing a classroom and observed a little boy who was alternating between working on his paper and surreptitiously (he thought), kicking one of his classmates.  He had a smile on his face and the other boy would smile each time he got nudged so I concluded that he didn’t have malicious intent.  I walked over to him, knelt down and whispered, “Why do you think I came over here?”  “Because I’m kicking John,” he said.  “What do you think will happen if you keep kicking John?” I asked.  “I’ll get in trouble and have to go to time out.”  “Is that what you want to happen?”  “No,” he said.  “Then what do you think you should do?”  “Stop kicking John.”  “Sounds like a good idea.  You know, you don’t look angry.  I’m thinking John is your friend and you are trying to get his attention.  Is that right?”  “Yep.”  “When would be a good time to get his attention?”  “After my work is done.”  “Good plan!”  He stopped kicking John.

Why was he so honest with me?  I believe it was because I wasn’t being confrontational or threatening.  Can you imagine what would have happened if I’d gone over and said, “Stop kicking John.”  A typical 5-year-old response to being reprimanded is to deny wrongdoing.  

I’ve had the same success applying this technique with teenagers.  As part of my job I’m frequently in schools I’ve never been in before.  If I pass a group of students in the hallway and overhear inappropriate language, I have stopped and asked, “Why do you guys think I stopped?”  Generally I get, “We know…our language…sorry.”  

POTENTIAL SIDE EFFECTS

Every good technique, just like any good medicine, has potential side effects.  One side effect of asking questions is receiving a “smart” answer.  Years ago, one of my colleagues asked my advice on how to deal with his young son who constantly dawdled in the morning.  He said that he would have to repeatedly tell his son to stop fooling around and get ready for school.  I suggested that rather than continually repeating the directives, he ask his son, “What are you supposed to be doing now?”

The next day my co-worker met me at the front door and said, “OK smarty.  I did what you told me.  This morning my son was playing with the dog and instead of saying, “Stop that and go get dressed for school,” I asked him, “What are you supposed to be doing now?”  Do you know what he told me?  His answer was, “I’m supposed to be playing with the dog.”  NOW WHAT?

When a student gives you a smart answer, there are two ways of responding.  

1) Tell them the expectation in a depersonalized way. “It’s time to get dressed for school.” and then walk      away. 

2) Interpret the underlying message behind the response, validate feelings, state expectation      

     “It sounds like you really don’t want to get ready for   school right now.  I know it’s hard to stop having fun with the puppy. It’s time to get dressed”  and then walk away.

My colleague tried the second response the next day and reported that less than a minute after he had interacted with his son he started getting ready for school.

The key here is to objectively state the expectation and then walk away.  Why is it important to walk away?  Your words and body language need to match. You can ask a question or state a simple expectation with your words but your body language can convey an authoritarian message.  This is what Thomas Gordon, originator of the Teacher Effectiveness Training Program (T.E.T.) refers to as problem ownership. If you leave, the child owns the problem and is responsible for resolving it. If you stay, you own the problem and assume the responsibility for resolving it.  Giving students a little space provides them with the opportunity to self-correct.  Don’t panic, if they don’t, you can always go back.  

SUMMARY


Use Proactive questions to:

· Find out current level of knowledge regarding behavioral expectations & rules

· Help with organization

· Gain insight into the invisible world of thought

· Interrupt a habitual response pattern—help students think before they act

Use Reactive Questions to:

· Enlist cooperation

· Help students self-regulate

· Help students self-correct
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What makes humans different from animals is the ability to think.  Unfortunately, we don’t often encourage students to engage the brain before they act.  Questions help to engage the brain.








