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Enduring Understandings 

vs. Facts 

“It is possible to store the 

mind with a million facts 

and still be entirely 

uneducated.” 

 

     -Alec Bourne 



Quick Write 

“From What to So What?”  

  

What are the implications of this session 

title for teachers? 

 

Write for one minute, explaining the 

meaning of this title. 

 

SHARE 

 

 



Let’s Talk…Just to clarify… 

 

 

What is the teacher’s role in the 

classroom? 

 

How has it changed? 



Why Do We Ask Questions? 

 

 

Discuss with your partner. 

 

Share 



Why Do We Ask Questions? 

• Promote quality interaction 

   

• Challenge and help students think. 

 

• Help guide instruction. 

 

• Provoke and sustain inquiry. 

 

• Raise other important questions. 

 



Purpose of Essential Questions- L. Erickson 

• Help students develop and explore a 

foundation of factual knowledge 

 

• Encourage students to think deeply about 

a significant question 

 

• Guide students’ thinking beyond the facts 

to the Enduring Understandings and Big 

Ideas 

 



Purpose of Essential Questions- Erickson 

• Support inductive teaching (guiding 

students to discover meaning) 

 

• Students must search for answers, which 

requires more complex thinking. 

 

• All questions do not have to have a right 

or wrong answer. 



Questioning Facts 

• On  average, a teacher asks _______ 

questions a day. 

• That equals  _____ questions in a school 

year. 

• ____ (fraction) of all teaching time is 

spent asking questions. 

• Most questions are answered in less than 

_____ (time). 



Questions, Questions, Questions 

• On  average, a teacher asks 400 

questions a day. 

• That equals 70,000 questions in a school 

year. 

• Approximately 1/3  of all teaching time is 

spent asking questions. 

• Most questions are answered in less than 

2 seconds. 

SO WHAT? 

 



Pitfalls of Questioning 

• Teachers are addicted to the right answer 

• Closed Questions 

• Recall Questions 

• Focusing on boys/girls 

• Class “discussions”/questioning= 97% 

Teacher Talk. 

• Wait time= 2-3 Seconds! 

• Calling on the same 5 students 

• Calling on the quick hand-raisers 

 



Essential Questions 

Key Aspects of Essential Questions: 

 

• Designed to provoke and sustain inquiry 

• Promote inquiry and “uncoverage” of a 

subject 

• Often, do not have a right or wrong answer 

• Stimulate on-going thinking of Big Ideas 

• Raises other important questions 

 

  

 

 



Three Levels of Essential Questions 

• Factual Essential Questions 

Based on the facts and topics being studied 

Right or wrong answers 

 “What” questions are specific to the topic 

 

• Conceptual Essential Questions 

Based on “conceptual understandings” 

Help transfer knowledge 

Open-ended 

 “Why” and “How” questions related to concepts

  

 



Levels of Essential Questions 

• Provocative Essential Questions 

Have no right or wrong answer 

Cause students to debate and discuss 

Students defend answer with text reference 

Students think more creatively and laterally 

 “Should research on cloning be supported by 

the government?” 

How does knowing ___________help us to 

understand _______________? 

 

 

 

 

 



How to Write Essential Questions 

• *Develop Enduring Understandings first 

• Turn the Enduring Understanding into an 

essential question, using “Why, How, What 

impact, What effect, If…?” 

• Each Enduring Understanding usually 

results in  3-5 Essential Questions* (factual 

and conceptual levels of questions) 

• Leads to 1-3 “Powerful” or “Provocative” 

Essential Questions for the entire unit 

*As a general rule… 



Scaffolding Enduring Understandings 

Level 1-  

Governments regulate the exchange of goods. 

 (Ask How/Why?) 

Level 2-  

 A national imbalance in the supply and demand of goods 

can lead to an economic dependence on foreign 

products. 

 (Ask So What?) 

Level 3-  

 Economic dependence on foreign products to meet basic 

needs may jeopardize the political and economic stability 

of a nation. 
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Enduring Understandings:  

Three Levels of Sophistication 

    

Changing environments affect organisms.   
(How/Why do changing environments affect organisms?) 

 

Changing environments require that organisms 

adapt.   
(So what?  What would the effect be if organisms did not 

adapt?) 

 

Organisms that do not adapt to changing 

environments will not survive. 
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Connecting Elements of the CIA Planner 

BIG IDEA ENDURING 

UNDERSTANDING 

ESSENTIAL 

QUESTION 

LEADERSHIP 

 

 

 

One person can make a 

difference. 

How can a citizen take a 

leadership role in the 

community? 

DIVERSITY 

 

 

 

 

The color, shape, and 

size of a plant or animal 

affects its ability to 

survive. 

How does an animal’s 

shape relate to its 

survival? 

MIGRATION 

 

 

Pioneers are risk-takers. Why do people choose 

to take risks and move 

to unknown areas? 



EXAMPLES OF  

ENDURING UNDERSTANDINGS 

Social Studies 

• Throughout the ages, groups with power tend 

to exploit other groups in weaker positions in 

order to maintain their power. 

• Throughout the ages, groups of people have 

used religion as an opportunity to build wealth 

and gain power. 

• Some wars are considered “just” wars because 

people believe they must confront an evil 

enemy. 

• Warfare has economic and technological 

consequences. 

 



Examples of Essential Questions 

• Factual 

How did the research of Madame Curie and 

Jonas Salk benefit mankind? 

How do you produce a magnetic force? 

How do art and technology interact to shape 

culture? 

Why do loggers and environmentalists 

sometimes come into conflict? 

Why do governments make laws? 

What determines the cost of a good or service? 



Examples of Essential Questions 

• Conceptual 

Why is cultural diversity important to a 

community? 

Why are traditions important to a cultural group? 

How are electric and magnetic forces related? 

Without the ongoing establishment of colonies, 

how do nations today make economic and 

political gains? 

What acts of humanity/inhumanity can you cite 

from our world today? 



More Examples of Conceptual Essential 

Questions 

How have children’s roles at harvest time 

changed over time? 

In what ways should government regulate 

the market system? 

Who is a “winner” in athletics? 

How can we know the author is serious?  



Examples of Essential Questions 

• Provocative 

 Is violence an individual or societal problem? 

Why is there ongoing tension between nations 

economically and politically?  Is this tension 

healthy or unhealthy? 

Can one be inhumane and civilized at the same 

time? 

What should we eat? 

How can we enjoy the fruits of chemistry without 

spoiling our world? 

 

 



More Examples of Provocative Essential 

Questions  

Must heroes be flawless? 

To what extent is U.S. history a history of 

progress? 

What is a true friend? 

Who should lead? 

How does knowing about geographic features   

help us understand a region’s economy? 

Can we prove it?  How does this work?  What is 

its value? 

 

So what? 

 

 

 



Essential Question Starters 

• What are the strengths and weaknesses of 

___________? 

• How does __________ relate to me/us? 

• What are examples of _____________? 

• What is the evidence for ___________? 

• How do I know ___________________? 

• Why does it matter that _____________? 

• Is ______ more important than_______? 

• What is the importance of ___________? 

 



More Thoughts about Essential Questions 

• Whole class AND small group directed 

 

• Students develop their own questions 

 

• Consider posting essential questions  

 (to show the instructional sequence) 



Summary 

• We need to plan all three levels of 

Essential Questions. 

 

• Ask more Open-ended questions, as they 

transfer across time and situations 

 

• Frequently, Essential Questions are 

based on Enduring Understandings 



Questioning/Critical Reading/Critical 

Thinking/ Seminars Connection 

• Focus on key words, ideas, issues, 

values, and principles you or the students 

want to discuss. 

• Don’ t try to “cover” the text. 

• Carefully plan your questions. 

• Students must refer to the text. 

• Listen! 

• Question further!! 



Suggestions for Asking Questions 

• Ask more “Fat Questions” 

 -What do you think?  Why do you think that? 

 -How do you know? Do you have a reason?  

 -Can you be sure?  Is there another way? 

 

• Give the answer and ask why it’s correct 

 -What behaviors make you think this character is 

not to be trusted? 



More Suggestions 

• Ask questions that explore opposites, 

differences, categories and exceptions 

 

 -Rather than “What is a mammal?”  

  

Ask: 

 -What is the same and what is different about 

mammals and birds? 

  



Suggestions 

• Don’t focus on the answer; focus on how 

to work the answer out. 

 

 -Rather than ask “What is a healthy diet?” 

 

Ask:   

“What would be in a healthy school lunch?” 

 



Suggestions 

• Try the “No Hands Up” rule in 

combination with wait time. 

 

 -Would this technique work in your 

classroom? 

 

 -What would be an advantage of this? 



Suggestions 

• “Ask for Five” Strategy 

 

 - Ask students to write down five ideas, 

solutions, possibilities, suggestions, etc. 

about the topic/concept under discussion. 

 

 -Allow time for reflection and then ask 

students for their response. 



Suggestions 

• Use Probing Questions to Extend 

Thinking 

 

 -Can you explain what you mean by…? 

 -Can you tell me more about…? 

 -Are you sure?  How do you know? 

 -What is the evidence for that? 

 -Are you saying that…? 



Something to Think About 

• “The greatest novels, plays, songs, 

poetry, and paintings all explore Essential 

Questions in some manner.” 
 

• “Many of us believe that we should spend 

more time devoted to Essential Questions 

and less time devoted to Trivial Pursuit.”  
  

 -from Jamie McKenzie, Learning to Question to Wonder to Learn 

 

 

 

 



Reflection 

• Now what do you know about 

Questioning? 

 

• One change you plan to make in your 

classroom as a result of your participation 

in this session. 

 



Resources 

• www.phy.ilstu.edu/pte/311content/questioning/techniques.html 

• www.edupressinc.com 

• http://wwild.coe.uge.edu/pptgames/resources/bloom_questions.

pdf 

• www.polleverywhere.com (to set up questions for cell phone 

use) 

• http://educationnorthwest.org/webfm_send/569 

• www.teachers.ash.org.au/researchskills/Dalton.htm 

• www.edutopia.org/asking-students-good-questions 
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