Essential Questions

Teaching for understanding demands that our designs and methods foster ongoing inquiry.  A productive way to signal the importance of such inquiry is to base each unit on a few essential questions.  Explicit and frequent reference to essential questions sends a powerful signal that a unit is about understanding, not merely the acquisition of knowledge and skills.


A question is essential if it is meant to

1. Cause genuine and relevant inquiry into the big ideas of the core content.

2. Provoke deep thought, lively discussion, sustained inquiry, and new understanding as well as more questions.

3. Require students to consider alternatives, weigh evidence, support their ideas, and justify their answers.

4. Stimulate vital ongoing rethinking of big ideas, assumptions, prior lessons.
5. Spark meaningful connections with prior learning and personal experiences.

6. Naturally recur, creating opportunities for transfer to other situations.

Here are examples of essential questions, organized by subject area, to spark your thinking and clarify these criteria.

Essential Questions in Mathematics
•What kind of problem is this?

•What should I do when I’m stuck?

•When is estimation better than counting?

•How can I simplify this into a more familiar and easier-to-work-with quantity?

•What is the pattern?

•How does what we measure influence how we measure?  How does how we measure influence what we measure (or don’t measure)?

•How accurate (precise) does this need to be?

•Given ____________, what can we conclude?  What can’t we conclude?

Essential Questions in Language Arts
•What is the relationship between “fiction” and “truth”?

•How are stories from other places and times about me?

•Have we run across this idea before?

•What do good readers do?

•What is the author saying?  What makes you think so?

•How do texts differ, and how should I read as a result?

•What should I do when the text doesn’t make any sense?

•How do effective writers hook and hold their readers?

•Why am I writing?  For whom?
