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Introduction 
Questioning is a key aspect of the teaching and learning process. It is 
quite possible that teachers can improve their use of questions, 
focusing on types of questions and strategies for using them. It is 
expected that questions should motivate or draw students into the 
learning process as well as checking on acquisition of knowledge. 
Gallineau (2003) points out that students have previous ideas and they 
project the ideas in their knowledge in form of questioning. Questions 
and the art of questioning is as old as the educative process. Ayodele 
and Adegbile (2007) strongly believe that the most effective weapon in 
the teacher's arsenal is the questioning technique. 

With the questioning technique, the teacher can make 
learners think of issues from a totally new perspective, make them 
question opinions they had hitherto held without question and guide 
them to reason their way to a better understanding of issues. Opinions 
vary on the nature of questions and the concept of questioning but 
most educators agree that the asking of question is motivated by the 
desire to know or have an idea about something. To some, question 
may reveal curiosity, a desire for contact or it can be an oral expression 
of confusion existing in the mind of the learner; it may be a simple 
device to stimulate students' interest, thinking and learning, or a 
teacher-controlled device to promote thought and action. To others, 
however, questioning is an evaluative aid to instruction, an appraisal of 
students' achievement relative to desired goals, a device to measure 
students' knowledge and understanding and a teaching tool used by 
the teacher to hold and focus the attention of students, on points of 
procedure. 

Adegbile and Ayodele (2007) further explain that questions 
need be very carefully framed if they are to be very effective. The 
obvious reason is that it is a method that can be used to open a lesson, 
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to develop it, and round up concepts taught during the course of the 
lesson. Teachers must take into consideration the ages, abilities and 
interests of learners when framing questions. Since questions vary 
considerably in kind as well as in structure, it is essential that teachers 
learn how to design questions which are precise and are capable of 
serving the purpose for which they are meant. 

At the university level, research relies on a fundamental 
concept, the process of questioning. A scholar constantly asks 
fundamental questions about the facts and techniques that make up 
his or her discipline. The scholar then answers these questions in 
unique and original ways. Because of the importance of questions to 
the research process, one of the things a teacher at a university tries to 
teach students is how to ask good questions, and how to answer them 
appropriately. This makes the process of questioning important in 
every class taught at a university. Questions are important to the 
students in a class for two reasons: 

(a) Students learn to ask questions by asking questions. Students 
learn to become 
scholars by learning to ask good questions; and 

(b) A student asking a question at that moment a self-motivated 
learner - a 
researcher. This is the behaviour the university is trying to 
nurture. 

 
According to Marshall (2010) questions are also important to teachers 
generally in the following ways: 

(i) Questions tell him that his students can understand and are 
thinking about what he says; 

(ii) If encouraged, students will ask questions about concepts 
they do not understand. These questions give him 
immediate feedback when he is unclear, and tell him where 
he needs to spend more time; and 

(iii) Education is a dialogue between student and teacher. It is 
not a monologue if it were students could simply buy the 
textbook and read it themselves. Students attend classes so 
that two ways communication can occur. In view of these 
reasons, questions should be actively and constantly 
encouraged. 
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Bearing in mind the significance of questions and questioning 
for teaching and learning, it becomes important that one examines the 
following issues:  

(i) Brief historical background of questions. 
(ii) Why do teachers ask questions?  
(iii) Types of questions. 
(iv) Helping students to respond effectively.  
(v) Hints on good questioning technique for teachers. 
(vi) The implications of questions and questioning for 

learning. 
 
The foregoing then formed the issues to which this paper was 
addressed. The rationale behind this, of course, is that both the 
teacher and the student will have the opportunity of being acquainted 
with the techniques of framing questions during the teaching and 
learning process. 
 
Brief Historical Background of Questions 
The use of questions emerged from the Socratic method which is a 
style of teaching that was practiced by the 5th century B.C. Greek 
philosopher, Zeno of Elea, and later developed by his student, 
Socrates. This means that Socrates was not the sole originator of the 
technique but the method bears his name mainly because he perfected 
it. Socrates himself lived from 470 B.C. to 399 B.C., a period of 71 years. 
Socrates was the first of the three great ancient Greek philosophers, 
i.e. (himself, Plato and Aristotle). He was the teacher of Plato while 
Plato was the teacher of Aristotle, but it was through the written works 
of Plato that we know so much of Socrates today. 

His main idea holds that nothing should be accepted until it has 
been proved beyond doubt, until it has been found to be really so. So, 
Socrates held that it was necessary to find out the truth by asking many 
questions, "what?", "why?", "How?" etc. which should guide the 
speaker towards a reassessment of his own statements and probably a 
discovery of his own flaws. The followers of Socrates therefore 
developed the method of asking a series of questions, one following 
another in a logical sequence, so that it would be possible to 
understand issues much more clearly. Socrates even went further to 
remark that teaching should involve, not pouring new ideas into an 
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entirely empty brain but universal truths from the mind in which they 
already lay concealed. 
 
Questioning and the Role of the Teacher 
Why do teachers ask questions? Teacher asks questions in order to: 

1. obtain specific information from their students; 
2. test knowledge; 
3. arouse students' interest and focus their attention on the 

lesson; 
4. develop a line of thought; 
5. find out whether or not the students are following the 

steps of the lesson; 
6. reveal the range of students mental processes related to 

the topic being discussed; 
7. reveal lack of assimilation by students of the basic 

information needed for understanding a subject; the 
teacher may find out for example, that the students are 
poor readers, careless interpreters of the questions being 
asked, unable to locate relevant information, or are weak 
in making comparisons and in drawing inferences; 

8. emphasize a point; 
9. reveal students’ interest; 
10. review knowledge or skills taught; 
11. drill students on given concepts or principles; 
12. organize students' knowledge and thinking; 
13. identify students' readiness, progress or lack of it; 
14. evaluate the development, success or failure of the 

teaching-learning process; and 
15. evaluate the effectiveness of the teaching techniques and 

materials used, as well as provide valuable clues for 
improvement. 

 
Types of Questions 
Many types of questions have been identified. Let us consider the 
following:  
 
The Polar Questions 
This type of question can be answered with either ‘Yes’ or ‘No’.  
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Examples:  (a) Did you go there? (Yes/No);  
(c) Are you a girl? (Yes/No) 

 
The Alternative Question 
In this type of question, the two possible options are given in the 
framing of the question itself. T he person who is expected to answer 
the question has to listen carefully to choose which of the options is 
correct.  
Example:  (a) Are you a man or a woman? 

(b)  Did he marry a short or a tall woman? 
 
The wh Questions 
This type of question involves the use of "wh- word beginning the 
question. These are: what, who, when, which, where, why and how. 
The easiest are the “What” and "Who" questions. 
Example:        (a) What is your name?  

(b) Who are you? 
This is regarded as the simplest of all the ‘wh’- questions. This 

is because one only needs to recall, or identify, something or 
somebody. For example, in (a) above, you only need to mention your 
name. 

In order of difficulty, the next, are the 'when', 'where' and 
'which' questions. In each of these, one needs to search one's memory 
a lot more than one has to do with 'what' and 'who'. They are still 
regarded as being simple because one only needs to recall a fact 
already known.  
Example: (a) When did you travel to London? 

(b) Where did you meet the teacher? 
(c) Which of the two boys is taller? 

 
The ‘why’ and ‘how’ questions are the two most difficult to answer. The 
‘why’ question demands that one gives reasons for a point of view, to 
argue a point. ‘How’ questions also demand that one explaining fully 
the way something was done or the way something happened.  
Example: (a) Why did Brutus take part in the killing of Julius 
Caesar? 

(b) How did Casca kill Julius Caesar?  



48                 The Use and Misuse of Questions in... 

Bloom (1956) divides types of learning into what may be seen in an 
ascending hierarchy. 

• Knowledge (recall of factual information) 
• Comprehension (showing understanding of the information 

recalled) 
• Application (consideration of practical relevance of 

information) 
• Analysis (ability to investigate elements of the information) 
• Evaluation (ability to make judgments about the nature of 

information 
• Synthesis (using information to move forward in a creative 

way) 
 
Take note of the following points: 

 Questions can be devised to cover these six areas in the 
teaching process. 

 This process allows for consideration of  differentiation 
information of questions. 

 In the planning process, the teacher may consider different 
types of questions for the different types of learning. 

For the purposes of the teachers use in the classroom, let us discuss the 
six levels in the taxonomy, moving through the lowest order processes 
to the highest. 
 
Knowledge 
This requires the recall of facts previously acquired by students. 
Example (a) What is the valency of sodium? 

(b) What is a noun?  
 
Comprehension 
This involves showing understanding of the information recalled by   
organizing, comparing, translating, interpreting and stating main ideas.  
Example         (a)       How would you compare and contrast plants and 
animals? 

(b)       What results from the combination of an acid 
and a base? 
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Application 
This is the consideration of practical relevance of information. It 
involves using new knowledge or solving problems to new situations 
by applying acquired knowledge. 
Example         Can you organize … to show ...? 
 
Analysis 
This involves a thorough examination of the object, event or situation 
in question for the purpose of revealing its characteristics or 
properties. In this case, there is an analysis of elements, relationships 
and organizational principles. 
Example (a) What at a certain point turns a solution 
containing an acid 

and a base pink and why?  
(b) How would you classify ... ?  

 
Synthesis 
This is using information to move forward in a creative way or 
compiling information together in a different way by combining 
elements in a new pattern. In this case, we consider: 

• Production of a plan, or proposed set of 
operations. 

• Derivation of a set of abstract relations 
Example  (a) What might happen if this practice were to be 
outlawed? 

(b)       What would be the result if a different set of 
assumptions were used to set up this 
experiment?  

Evaluation 
This requires ability to make judgement about the nature of 
information. The judgement could be in terms of internal evidence or 
external criteria.  
Example Do you agree that ionic compounds are formed when 

an element on the left of the periodic table combines 
with another on right of the table?  

So far, efforts have been made to classify questions. There are other 
ways of classifying questions. Let us consider how teachers can help 
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students respond effectively. Mc Keachie (2005), point out the 
following ways of helping students: 

(iv) Helping students to respond effectively 
 

(a) Wait for students to think and formulate responses 
Waiting 5-10 seconds will increase the number of students who 

volunteer to answer and will lead to longer, more complex answers. If 
students do not volunteer before 5 seconds have passed, refrain from 
answering your own question, which will only communicate to 
students, that if they do not answer, you will do their thinking for 
them. If the students are unable to answer after sufficient time for 
thinking has passed, rephrase the question. 

 
(b) Do not interrupt students’ answers 

You may find yourself waiting to interrupt because you think 
you know what the students are going to say, or simply because you 
are passionate about the material. Resist this temptation. Hearing the 
students' full responses will allow you to give them credit for their ideas 
and to determine when they have not yet understood the materials. 

 
(c) Show that you are interested in students' answers, whether 

right or wrong 
Encourage students when they are offering answers by 

nodding, looking at them, and using facial expressions that show you 
are listening and engaged. Do not look down at them while they are 
speaking. 

 
(d) Develop responses that keep students thinking 

In this case, you may ask the rest of the class to respond to an 
idea that one student has just presented, or ask the student who 
answered to explain the thinking that led to her answer. 

 
(e) If a student gives an incorrect or weak answer, point out what 

is incorrect or weak about the answer, but ask the student a 
following question that will lead that student, and the class, to 
the correct or stronger answer 
For example, note that the student's answer overlooks the 

most important conclusion of the topic you are discussing, then ask 
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that same student to try to recall what that conclusion is. If he or she 
does not recall the conclusion, open this question up to the class. 

Having considered how students can be helped in responding 
to questions effectively, it is highly expedient to also consider the hints 
for good questioning techniques for teachers. 
(v)       Hints on good questioning technique for teachers 

The extent to which any learning task may become meaningful 
depends to some extent on good questioning by the teachers. The 
following are some useful hints for good questioning techniques: 

1. Announce the question clearly enough for the whole class to 
hear. 

2. Call a student by name (or by pointing to a student if you are 
not yet familiar with the class and adding, 'Yes', please answer 
the questions). 

3. Listen to students' answers. A pause should be observed 
between the question asked and the answer sought so that 
the students have enough time to think. 

4. Questions should be randomly distributed all over the class 
and not in a regular order. (Do not proceed from one side to 
the other.) 

5. Avoid rhetorical question. For example, "Lusaka is the capital 
of Zambia, Isn't it?" Or "A catalyst speeds up the rate of 
chemical reaction, doesn't it?" 

6. Do not always accept the first correct answer so that other 
students can participate. 

7. Ensure that you emphasize the correct answer. 
8. Do not be irritated if your students ask questions to which you 

do not know the answer. Confess that you cannot recall the 
answer or simply that you do not know the answer and 
promise to look up the correct information about the subject. 
Sometimes, it is better to ask the learner to find out the 
answer and report his findings to the class. Besides, this 
encourage the students to seek solutions to problems by 
themselves rather than to rely entirely on their teacher. 

9. Distracting questions should be cautiously treated. It is not 
good to shout down the student. For example, you could tell 
the student that the question will be treated later or that it 
would be better to treat the first question before treating his 
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own. 
10. Irrelevant questions should not be dealt with in class but 

privately with the student concerned. 
11. Ensure that students' responses to questions are: 
(a) clear enough for the whole class to hear; 
(b) Carried out in a friendly classroom atmosphere and that 

students comment on one another's statement without any 
resentment; 

(c) Not interrupted by classmates; and that 
(d) Any misconception is corrected without arousing an 

emotional outburst or antagonism in the class. 
12. Students should be taught how to answer or ask questions 

one at a time. 
13. If your answer to a student's question is not satisfactory to 

him or other, do not lord it over him. Let your students realize 
that the teacher does not have answers to all questions. 

14. Adapt questions to the level of maturity of your students. 
Your questions must be interesting, challenging and thought 
provoking. 

15. The literacy level of the questions you ask should be simpler 
than the language of the textbook. 

16. The question asked should suggest the limit of the task which 
a student is expected to accomplish. 

17. Arrange your questions sequentially. 
18. Ask questions that are related to the objectives of the lesson. 
19. Avoid asking too many questions. Ask only those that enhance 

students’ learning. 
20. The frequency, relevance and distribution of the questions 

must be well organized. 
 
More importantly, a teacher should realize that there is more than one 
questioning technique. Nevertheless, the form of question asked must 
reflect the objective of the lesson, the growth of knowledge or skills of 
the student, and of course their mental maturity at that point in time. 
 
(vi) Implications for Learning 
In the teaching and learning situation: 

1. Questions should be used at the beginning to ascertain 
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background knowledge of the pupil's on the topic 
concerned. This will help the teacher to link the previous 
work with the new one, thus serving as an introduction to 
the day's lecture or lesson. 

2. Properly directed and well used questions create an 
environment that keeps students alert thereby holding 
their interest and the urge to learn. 

3. Questioning guides the development of lesson when used 
for reinforcement of some ideas, principles or facts. As 
such, the teacher can use it to focus attention on some 
important parts of the lesson. 

4. Positioning of questions is very important. As a teacher, 
one must always know when to ask questions. 

5. Do not rebuke or condemn any student for not being 
correct in answers. In most cases, you win students by 
using probing questions to reconstruct wrong ideas. 

6. The use of questions in teaching must be based on solid 
principles. Questions should be used at very suitable 
periods. They should be challenging in order to evoke 
thoughts. 

7. Questions, apart from being only factual must also be high 
leveled. From time to time, a teacher should pose higher 
than recall questions - these are simulating and arousing. 
Students that have teachers of this nature always face new 
situations with courage. 

8. Okoye (1979) showed that the question and anecdotic 
techniques can foster meaningfulness and as such can 
bring about transfer. Now that the New Education Policy 
calls for vocational skills or application, it is necessary to 
apply question wherever they are suitable. Questions in 
this case can be entry behaviour so as to know which 
habits and attitudes already acquired by students should 
be encouraged or discouraged. 

9. The  above  point pre-supposes  that questions  can  be  
used  in  cognitive restructure of past and learning tasks, so 
that new learning and more correct facts can acquire more 
meaningfulness so as to facilitate transfer of learning. 
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Conclusion 
Proper use of questions is an art that should be learnt by teachers. 
Students should be encouraged to ask questions too. Creative 
conversation depends on a large extent upon the ability to ask relevant 
questions, thus bringing the subject mater in to a very sharp focus. 
Educative questioning by the teacher depends on his ability to 
recognize question types for specific occasions during teaching and 
learning. It also depends upon the teacher having full or near accurate 
knowledge of his students, store of memorized information, and upon 
the availability of adequate resource materials. 

There is no one generally acceptable pattern of questioning in 
teaching. The nature and pattern of questioning to a large extent vary 
from one context to another. This does not imply that there are no 
good questioning behavioural patterns. If the objective of the lesson is 
to review acquired knowledge or skills by the students, one would 
expect a relatively higher number of questions at the beginning and the 
end of a lesson. If on the other hand, the aim of the lesson is to 
stimulate or sustain interest in the lesson; teachers' questions will 
probably be more at the earlier part and at regular intervals during the 
lesson under consideration. Granting these possibilities, it is never 
justified to bombard students perennially with rhetorical questions. 
Also, as earlier indicated, an over use of informational and memory 
questions tend to prevent students from developing higher levels of 
cognition skills. 

Finally, in this paper, we have tried to examine how best a 
teacher could use the questioning technique in the class. It has also 
been established that from the beginning, through the middle, and to 
the end of a lesson, question could be used in a sequence to build up 
the lesson. Efforts have also been made to highlight five ways of 
helping students to respond to teachers questions effectively. 
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