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Do Your Questions 
Fall Flat? Anyone? 
Anyone?
BILL CR AWFORD

Department of Business Management

Have you ever asked a question that left the room so quiet 
you feel like you needed to answer it yourself? Have you 
ever asked a question that drifted into an abyss that only 
returned awkward silence?

We know great questions can inspire and enliven 
conversations, stimulate inquiry from even the most 
unlikely students, and bring greater joy and satisfaction 
to your teaching. Great questions take the focus off the 
teacher and create student-centered learning opportunities. 
They lead to memorable classroom discussions with 
students more engaged, more willing to participate, and 
more excited to teach one another. So why is it so hard to 
ask great questions?

Formulating a good question takes some thought 
as well as skill in delivery and timing, not to mention 
careful selection of which student to call on. Before we as 
instructors can bring the classroom to life with effective 
questions, we must first learn to trust the students and 

respect their answers, have courage to walk into the 
classroom without all the answers, and above all, do things 
that ensure that our students feel our love for them.

Trust the Students
Why do the students seem reluctant to raise their hands?  

Why aren’t they prepared? It’s easy to blame the students 
if the conversation goes stale. In fact, you have more 
influence over student engagement than you might think.

Students rarely come to my class unprepared. They may 
not have all the answers, but they are ready to discuss their 
insights from the preparation assignment. When I trust the 
students to come prepared and ready to contribute, they 
rise to the occasion. When they know there is no safety net 

– no PowerPoint slide with the “right” answers on it, they 
feel a greater responsibility for their own learning. I trust 
them to think and do their best. That does not mean they 
will always contribute brilliant insights or right answers, 
but they seem to try more and engage more readily once I 
trust them to participate. 

Respect Their Answers
Students feel a lot of pressure and risk when they speak 

in class. When they do talk, they want validation that what 
they said was valued. Their willingness to contribute is a 
gift. What should I do with these gifts? Treat them as they 
are given – with respect. 

Nobody wants to be wrong in front of the class. When 
the student’s comment is off the mark, I try to sense where 
he or she is coming from. How many others in the room 
would have made the same mistake? “Thanks for getting us 
started down this path. This isn’t an easy concept to explain. 
Let’s work with what you said and see if we can deepen our 
understanding.” As a culture of trust and respect develops 
in the classroom, students begin to feel safe sharing their 
thoughts and taking more risk, even if what they say may 
be wrong. Wrong answers often lead to great learning for 
everyone, since it is likely that many students share the 
same misconceptions.

Have Courage
As students contribute to each other’s learning, efficiency 

will drop for a short time. This is ok. You may have to 
change expectations or adapt your lesson on the fly. For 
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some of us this is what makes teaching interesting and 
exciting. For others, it can be terrifying. If you are tuned 
in to the students and their needs, the path forward will 
become clear as you listen and respond to their needs. The 
alternative is to press ahead with a lesson plan that arrives 
at the destination like an empty train without the students 
on board. Is your goal to get the train to the station or the 
students to their destination?

Help the Students Know You Love Them
In April 2017, Redge Allen, of the Business Management 

Department, and I visited with Clayton Christensen of 
the Harvard Business School. During our conversation, 
Redge asked, “How do you measure your success as a 
teacher?” Brother Christensen’s answer had a profound 
impact on my teaching. He said something like, “I know 
I’m successful when my students know I love them.” He 
didn’t say he defined his success by loving his students. It’s 
not until the students actually know that he loves them that 
he considers himself successful. He does things in and out 
of the classroom to show that love. He schedules personal 
visits with each student twice during each semester. He 
begins these visits with questions about the student’s family, 
their interests and experiences. He told us he gets on his 
knees every time he teaches and asks the Lord to help the 
students feel his love for them.

Recently, I prayed that my students would feel my love 
for them. What could I do to help the students know that 

I love them? Learning their names came to mind. How 
obvious! Can a student really know that I love him if I don’t 
bother to learn his name? It takes a little extra effort, but 
knowing the students by name and learning their interests, 

challenges and abilities pays big dividends in the classroom, 
and makes a lasting impact in their lives.

We all love our students, or we would not be at BYU-
Idaho. However, have we considered measuring our own 
success by whether or not our students actually know we 
love them? If this were your only indication of success 
as a college teacher, what would you change about your 
teaching? What would you start doing? What might you 
stop doing? For me, I started meeting one-on-one with my 
students. I learned their names and tried to clue into what 
matters to them in their lives. I learned about their hopes 
for the future and their immediate concerns. 

Great Questions
How do you formulate great questions? I put myself in 

the students’ shoes and think about where they are in their 
learning. Are some likely to have a good understanding 
already, while others may struggle to grasp the concept 
even after the class?

The alternative is to press 
ahead with a lesson plan that 
arrives at the destination like 
an empty train without the 
students on board.
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Open-ended questions tend to be great conversation 
starters. “What did you notice in the reading?” or “What 
stood out to you as most important?” These questions give 
the students flexibility and invite them to share their own 

thoughts, rather than simply regurgitate facts that likely 
have little meaning to their lives.

Follow up questions encourage students to go deeper. 
Often, the first question elicits a superficial response. 
Invite students to think more deeply. Try asking, “Tell us 
more about that.” or “What did you mean when you said 
that?” I’ve been thrilled with the results of simply asking 
students to share more with us. It’s surprising how much 
deeper and more meaningful your conversations will 
become by simply sticking with the student who just gave 
a superficial response.

Polarizing questions enliven the discussion. Try asking, 
“Did you agree with the decision the manager made? Why 
or why not?” Build one side of the argument, and then 
the other. This invites significant participation as students 
strive to support their side.

“Dos” and “Don’ts” for Asking Great Questions

Do…

THINK BEFOREHAND WHAT QUESTIONS YOU WILL 

ASK. This happens during lesson planning. My teaching 
plans consist almost exclusively of questions I plan to 
ask students. Each lesson generally begins with a broad 
question to open dialog and includes sub-questions that I 
may use to take us deeper into specific areas. 

TEST EACH QUESTION IN YOUR MIND BEFORE CLASS. 
How would you answer that question? Does the question 
invite you to think and synthesize or recall and regurgitate? 
Regurgitation questions tend to fall flat.

THINK ABOUT HOW THE STUDENTS MIGHT ANSWER 

YOUR QUESTION. It’s tempting to construct beforehand 
what students should say in response. This creates 
problems for me. I use this approach to anticipate student 
responses rather than dictate them. Anticipating responses 
allows me to prepare in advance how I might respond or 
where the conversation may go.

If I find myself looking for specific answers, I’ll take my 
level of abstraction up a notch. Instead of asking, “What 
was Michael Eisner’s strategy for Disney?” (A question 
that requires regurgitation of a right answer) I might 
tell them the answer and then ask a different question. 

“Michael Eisner transformed Disney from a family-oriented 
content creator to a multi-media conglomerate. Was this 
strategy the right long-term direction for the company?” (I 
frame the direction but invite differences of opinion and 
subsequent supporting evidence.)

LISTEN TO WHAT THE STUDENTS SAY. Again, this is 
easier said than done. It’s tempting to listen for the magical 

“right” answer and let everything else fall by the wayside. 
Try, instead, to listen and consider carefully what each 
student is saying. Acknowledge each student’s contribution 
by actually listening. Only after understanding what the 
student has said do I formulate my response – which may 
be a clarifying question, a restatement, an invitation to the 
rest of the class members to contribute, or offering of my 
own opinion.

GET EVERYONE INVOLVED. I cold-call during class. This 
makes students uncomfortable, especially when they are 
accustomed to being allowed to quietly hide in the midst 
of the crowd. It is rare in my classroom to call on a student 
who is unprepared. They know that I may call on them 
at any time to contribute to our learning in a way that 
presumes they have done their own preparation. 

ALLOW STUDENTS TO THINK FOR A WHILE BEFORE 

YOU CALL ON SOMEONE. Often students who are 
thinking are reluctant to raise their hands, deferring 
instead to the few who already have their hands in the air.

ENCOURAGE STUDENT-TO-STUDENT EXCHANGES. Students 
tend to direct their comments to me, even when responding 

However, have we 
considered measuring our 
own success by whether 
or not our students actually 
know we love them?



to another student’s comment. I ask them to refer their 
comments to their classmates instead. In some cases, I will 
actually move to stand behind the student who is speaking, 
so they have no choice but to face the other students. 

Don’t…
CRITICIZE, MOCK OR MAKE AN EXAMPLE OF POOR 

STUDENT COMMENTS. It can be tempting to point out 
flaws or get a laugh at one student’s expense. This can really 
hurt the class culture and willingness of others to risk 
speaking.

ANSWER YOUR QUESTIONS YOURSELF. Usually with a 
little patience, students will begin to engage.

HESITATE TO ACKNOWLEDGE WHEN YOU'VE ASKED 

A BAD QUESTION. Try rephrasing it so that it is more 
answerable. I’ve been known to say things like, “Well that’s 
not a very good question. Let me try again.”

TOLERATE DISTRACTIONS IN THE CLASSROOM. 
Technology in the classroom can be a great blessing if used 
appropriately. I don’t allow the use of laptops or handheld 
devices during our group discussions. This varies by topic. 
When the lesson is heavy on Excel, laptops are out in full 
force; but as soon as we need to turn our attention to each 

other, I make a specific point to ask students to put their 
laptops down -- then I wait until they are ready to listen to 
each other before I proceed.

Teaching by asking questions in some ways is counter to 
why we became teachers in the first place. We like to give 
answers… and we’re good at it. It gives us great satisfaction 
to feel knowledgeable and in control of the classroom. My 
experience has been that those feelings, for me, are an 
illusion - the illusion of control, of being knowledgeable, 
of having all the answers. Students respond well to the 
trust, respect and courage to let them share responsibility 
for teaching and learning. They can tell when we show 
our love for them. Rather than diminish our place as the 
teacher, teaching through effective questions can build 
the capabilities our students need most – critical thinking, 
listening to each other, and influencing their own learning 
and the learning of their peers. t
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