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To all the people in communities

across the United States and beyond

from whom we have learned so much

and, going forward, to all those from

whom we expect to learn even more.
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Foreword
Every generation of Americans has wrestled with the challenge of educating
America’s children. By now, most Americans acknowledge the need to educate all
children to a high standard. Given the social, political, and economic pressures
such as globalization, rapidly changing demographics, immigration, and the
interplay between domestic and international policy, our students must now more
than ever grasp high levels of knowledge and skills to gain entry into the full
economic and civic benefits of our democratic way of life.

In my work with citizens around the country who are laboring to improve
education for all children, I see a hunger for two things: an inspiring, bold vision of
schools where children flourish, and practical tools that can help make that
possible. That’s a difficult combination to come by.

In Make Just One Change, Dan Rothstein and Luz Santana provide us with a
rare example of that combination—an inspiring vision of education at its best and
an extraordinarily clear, low-tech, practical intellectual tool for turning that vision
into reality. Their basic argument is very simple: we should be teaching the skill of
question formulation to all students. We should do it to promote excellence and we
should do it to promote equity. Both are achievable.

This point seems almost too obvious. The skill of question formulation—a
thinking ability with universal relevance—can make all learning possible. In the
many examples presented in these pages, the authors show how the ability to ask
questions also leads to new ideas, new inventions, and better solutions. We can
also see that learning how to ask questions also leads to improved learning
outcomes, greater student engagement, and more ownership of the learning
process. This book asks teachers to make one simple change in their regular
practice; to deliberately teach students how to ask their own questions. Perhaps its
greatest contribution is that it takes this challenging idea and shows not only why it
should be done but exactly how it can be done. It offers a step-by-step process—
the Question Formulation Technique—that has been developed through years of
testing, practice and refinement.

The examples in Make Just One Change can help us understand how schools
can increase student achievement, build new relationships between learner and
teacher, and open new avenues for dialogue and inquiry. It can give us hope that
what happens in a classroom where students are learning to ask questions can truly
be a building block for creating productive relationships that benefit our entire
society and our democracy.

It is not surprising that the Right Question Institute created this new technique.
The authors, with their combination of complementary skills, experiences and
perspectives, have been tilling this field of improving education and society by
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working with parents, students, teachers, and community residents around the
country for the past two decades. Rothstein has a doctorate in education from
Harvard, but has committed himself to learning from people far from power and
with limited education. Santana, who travelled a path that included emigrating
from Puerto Rico to moving from being a welfare recipient to working on a factory
floor to getting a master’s degree, has committed herself to teaching others how to
help themselves instead of becoming the spokesperson on their behalf. This book is
not their first breakthrough, but is a landmark—a bringing together of years of
research and experience into a methodology for applying their groundbreaking
thought and technique.

There are several reasons to read this book. One is it so strongly inspires hope—
something desperately needed in a world where we face so many overwhelming
challenges. Hope is what keeps us looking for ways to solve these challenges—to
bring about peace in the world or to end the stranglehold of poverty. We hope to
find a new path, a Northwest passage, another way to solve a problem. I would
posit that hope lives in the mind and grows in thoughtful dialogue with itself and
others. And that sometimes springs from figuring out what questions we need to
ask. This book, therefore, gives us a way not only for students to learn how to
generate questions, but also, in the process, gives us hope and strength for moving
forward in the hard work of making education work better for all students. All
students will benefit, including those who already excel at answering questions, but
not necessarily asking them.

Beyond helping those who are currently deemed successful, the Question
Formulation Technique is a powerful tool that addresses the urgent need to
improve education for students in struggling schools and districts. We must invest
in the capacity of all students to think more clearly and more deeply, to learn more,
and to feel greater ownership of their own learning. These are the skills and habits
of mind of successful learners and they should not be restricted to students in elite
institutions. This book can help make the case that deliberately teaching the skill of
question formulation can also lead to the goal of greater academic achievement as
set by the Common Core State Standards.

Make Just One Change allows students to discover just how powerful it is to ask
questions as a way to guide their own learning. The inspiring examples of students
and teachers in this book push me to ask my own questions: Why wouldn’t we
teach an essential, powerful, important, and robust skill to all students? Why
would we want to keep it from them? The strength of the nation is tied to the
intellectual competency and capacity of our people. If we commit to a vision of all
students learning to ask their own questions, and, by doing so, becoming more self-
directed and successful learners, we now have a book that shows us how to turn
that vision into reality.

Wendy D. Puriefoy

President
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Public Education Network
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INTRODUCTION

“Why Didn’t I Learn This in School?”
This book makes two simple arguments:

• All students should learn how to formulate their own questions.
• All teachers can easily teach this skill as part of their regular practice.

The inspiration for the first argument came from an unusual source. Parents in
the low-income community of Lawrence, Massachusetts, with whom we were
working twenty years ago told us that they did not participate in their children’s
education nor go to their children’s schools because they “didn’t even know what
to ask.”

It turns out that they were actually pointing to a glaring omission in most formal
and informal educational enterprises. The skill of being able to generate a wide
range of questions and strategize about how to use them effectively is rarely, if
ever, deliberately taught. In fact, it has too often been limited to students who have
access to an elite education. Our goal is to democratize the teaching of an essential
thinking and learning skill that is also an essential democratic skill.

The parents who named the problem so clearly started us on a long journey.
They clarified for us that there is no one set of “right questions,” but rather, that
everyone needs the opportunity to figure out the questions that are right for them to
ask. We eventually learned, through much trial and error, how to teach what turns
out to be a very sophisticated, higher-order thinking skill to people of all
educational and income levels—an educational strategy that is now used across a
range of fields. We also saw that people can get better at asking questions, generate
more productive questions, and then figure out just the right questions for them to
be asking if they have the opportunity to develop their own ability to ask questions.
In just the past few years, we have begun to share the strategy with classroom
teachers in different parts of the country.

Our second argument is actually inspired by those very teachers and their
students from a wide range of schools. They have successfully demonstrated that
teaching the skill of question formulation can be part of ordinary classroom
practice. It becomes a familiar way of thinking and learning that produces
transformational moments of new discovery and greater ownership by students of
their own learning.

The students you will hear from in this book are a remarkably diverse group,
representing different ages, backgrounds, and levels of academic success. Some
live in suburban communities with parents who are university faculty or software
engineers, some live with their families in densely populated urban neighborhoods,
and some are even living on their own and working as well as going to school. No
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The teacher introduces the rules and asks the students to think about and discuss
possible challenges in following them.

The rules ask for a change in behavior, officially discouraging discussion in
order to encourage the rapid production of questions. Students thus need to think
about how they usually work individually and in groups. They name their usual
practices and become aware of how they generally come up with ideas. They then
must distinguish their present learning habits from what the rules require of them.
In other words, they must practice metacognition—that is, think about their
thinking and about how they are being invited to ask questions. They become
newly and keenly aware of a structured process. Students also are provided with a
disciplined framework within which they are being challenged—directly—to not
stop the flow of their thinking and to think in questions. This is a divergent
thinking challenge and opportunity.

Producing questions is the next step in the process. The teacher presents the
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QFocus to the students and gives them a set amount of time to follow the Rules for
Producing Questions and come up with their own questions. Students are invited to
ask all kinds of questions—an exercise in divergent thinking. The teacher may
need to guide students when they show any tendency to violate one or more of the
rules.

The next step is to work on improving the questions. Closed-and open-ended
questions are defined and discussed once the students have finished generating
their questions. The teacher introduces a definition of closed-and open-ended
questions, which the students use to categorize the list of questions they have just
produced. Then the teacher leads the class through a discussion of the advantages
and disadvantages of both kinds of questions. To conclude this step, the teacher
asks the students to change at least one open-ended question into a closed-ended
one and vice versa.

The process of analyzing the advantages and disadvantages of each kind of
question encourages another level of metacognition as students think about the role
and purpose of questions, the particular structure of a question, and how
manipulating its wording can block or yield certain information. This discovery of
the nature of questions allows them to think about the inquiry process in a new
way. Then, as they work on changing the form of questions from one to the other,
they must think about what they will find out, how the formulation meets their
needs, and how it can enhance their inquiry process that began with a purely
divergent exercise. They begin to think convergently.

Once they have explored the nature of closed-and open-ended questions,
students begin to prioritize them. Prioritization of questions may be based on a
variety of criteria. The teacher, with the lesson plan in mind, offers guidelines and
asks the students to look at their questions and come to an agreement about which
are their priority questions. Usually, but not always, the teachers asks for three
selections.

The students begin to look at the relative merits of the questions they have
selected and how these questions will help them get the information they need.
They must compare the questions to each other and assess which will be most
helpful. They also begin to look at sequential matters, pondering which question
would have to be answered first before the others could be answered or even
considered. They are thinking again about the nature of a question, the information
it will yield, and how to most effectively use the questions they themselves
generated.

After this metacognition process, students are in a better position to think
convergently, select their priority questions, and move on to next steps informed by
the prioritization process. Teacher and students discuss a plan for how to use the
questions developed in the previous steps. The teacher may give instructions on
what is now to be done with the priority questions.
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Reflection, the final step involves both content and process. The teacher will
now ask the students a few questions, shifting back to familiar territory in which
the teacher asks and the students respond. The questions can cover different areas
of the process, asking students to think about and name what they learned, how
they learned it, what is different about what they know or understand or want to
know now than at the beginning, and how can they use what they learned, both in
terms of content and skills.

In this step, the students are engaged in thinking about their thinking and
learning process. They are naming not only what they learned but also how they
learned it. This metacognition reinforces learning related both to content and skills.
Because they are being asked to put their experience into words, they are able to
think broadly about it. Because there will be different lessons for different students,
as they hear from others in the class, students begin to think divergently about all
that can be learned from the process. Finally, as they conclude and name what was
most important for them individually, they are thinking convergently, bringing
their ideas together into conclusions.

THE ART AND SCIENCE OF THE QUESTION FORMULATION
TECHNIQUE

The use of the QFT in the classroom is both an art and a science. It is an art
because you are drawing on your implicit knowledge and the finely honed skills
that allow you to creatively facilitate a range of individual, small group, and whole
class learning experiences. It is a science because you are using a protocol—a
series of tested, proven procedures that consistently produce this result: students
think in new and deeper ways and can name those changes themselves.

Here is how art and science manifest in the Question Formulation Technique:

The Art
Design of the QFocus: This requires some creativity and imagination as well as a willingness to test and
explore what works; it is meant to foster continuous improvement—much like the use of a traditional
prompt.
Student group work: This is always an art and hardly ever a science. The dynamics of interactions and
group composition can affect student work. Since these interactions shift and vary from group to group
and moment to moment, managing group processes is always more of an art than a science.
Producing questions and changing of closed-and open-ended questions: This is a process the
students get better at the more they practice.
Prioritization: Teacher instructions and student interests, knowledge, preferences, and dynamics all
affect the emergence of priority questions; this process of growth and change requires creativity. As
students get more practice prioritizing and justifying their choice of priority questions, they become
better at these activities.
Next steps: Teachers or students or teachers and students together construct and shape the success of
how questions will be used, a process that varies with every set of questions and assignments.

The Science
Adherence to one cardinal laboratory rule: Students ask their own questions; they do not respond to a

27



teacher’s question. This produces replicable results in the classroom cum laboratory where students are
using a rigorous protocol for producing, improving, and prioritizing their own questions.
Use of the QFocus: Simply by presenting a focus for student questions, the dynamics of the classroom
are changed. Students are now asking questions. They may produce only a few questions, but this is
measurably more than they would have produced without the change to using a QFocus.
The Rules for Producing Questions: These are the minimum number of rules needed in order to get
students to do something different—to start producing their own questions. Each works in conjunction
with the others and together, they effectively provide both a creative and disciplined structure within
which students can produce their own questions.
Knowledge of the nature of closed-and open-ended questions: This is often new knowledge for
students, and it can be transformative as they see how the manipulation of a question allows them to get
different information.
Reflection: This seems like such an open-ended invitation to thinking that it belongs more on the art
side of the ledger. But regular use can produce consistent, replicable results by providing students with
an unusual opportunity to name for themselves what they learned, how they learned it, and how they
plan to use it.

In the chapters that follow, the full art and science of the Question Formulation
Technique will come to life in the work of teachers and students.
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APPENDIX
. . .

The RQI Question Formulation Technique™
• Produce Your Own Questions
• Improve Your Questions
• Prioritize Your Questions

Produce Your Questions
Four essential rules for producing your own questions:

• Ask as many questions as you can.
• Do not stop to discuss, judge or answer the questions.
• Write down every question exactly as it is stated.
• Change any statement into a question.

Improve Your Questions
Categorize the questions as closed-or open-ended:

• Closed-ended questions: They can be answered with yes or no or with one word.
• Open-ended questions: They require an explanation and cannot be answered with yes or no or with
one word.

Find closed-ended questions. Mark them with a c.
The other questions must be open-ended. Mark them with an o.
Name the value of each type of question:

• The advantages and disadvantages of asking closed-ended questions.
• The advantages and disadvantages of asking open-ended questions.

Change questions from one type to another:
• Change closed-ended questions to open-ended.
• Change open-ended questions to closed-ended.

Prioritize the Questions
Choose your three most important questions:

1.
2.

3.
Why did you choose these three as the most important?

Next Steps
How are you going to use your questions?

. . .
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Choose the Question Focus
The Starting Point for Student Questions

“I learned that asking questions is such a simple thing but, at the same time, can open up towards so
much opportunity to learn.”

A YOUNG HIGH SCHOOL SCIENCE TEACHER in Los Angeles, in the second
year of her Teach for America placement, wrote to us that having learned how to
better manage the class, her goal for the new year was to get students thinking for
themselves. She had asked herself, “How can I push my students to apply their
critical thinking skills?” And she had her own answer: by asking a question and
further engaging them in their exploration of the topic. “Unfortunately, I have not
developed this skill,” she wrote, “this is the area in which I am asking for your
guidance.”

TEACHER’S QUESTION AS THE PROMPT: A VENERABLE
TRADITION

This young teacher had placed herself squarely in a venerable tradition of teachers
dedicated to finding the perfect question that will stimulate student thinking. The
prompt is part of the essential vocabulary and core tools that the teacher brings
each day to the classroom. And nothing is more central to the traditional prompting
of student thinking than the teacher’s question. It is, indeed, the standard by which
wise teaching has been measured for the twenty-five hundred years since Socrates
got into trouble asking questions that forced his students to examine their
unexamined lives. Socrates created a model that has been sustained for millennia,
maintaining the instructor’s tight control over the questioning process. Socrates, as
teacher, got to ask the questions. The students were to reply to his line of
questioning, wherever it went.

And so has it been ever since. Teachers are trained from the very beginnings of
their career to design prompts to stimulate student thinking. Every teacher who has
ever planned a classroom discussion, from kindergarten through higher education,
has spent time preparing, reviewing, evaluating a range of options for prompting
students to start talking and thinking (the two don’t always come together) about
the day’s key lesson or theme. Desperately seeking ways to ignite the fire of
enthusiasm and curiosity in their students, teachers regularly add to their already
onerous workload trying to figure out prompts that will unleash student creativity
and problem-solving ability. Some teachers have told us how they spent an entire
summer ruminating about what might be the perfect “essential question” that
would guide a year’s worth of study and provoke new student thinking. If not a
whole summer, there are certainly many weekends and evenings devoted, as a
middle school teacher in Atlanta told us, to coming up with the exact questions that
would start students thinking for themselves as they began a major research
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project. “Something is wrong with this picture,” she concluded, realizing that the
students, not the teacher, need the opportunity to work hard on coming up with
their own questions.

FROM THE TRADITIONAL PROMPT TO A NEW QUESTION FOCUS

When you use the Question Formulation Technique, you are making one
significant change in the traditional dynamic in the classroom: from using your
question to prompt student thinking and work to challenging students to come up
with their own questions. The key change in practice starts with a change in name.
Out goes the term prompt, and in its place, we use Question Focus, or QFocus. The
name is meant as a reminder: to you, that your role is to provide a focus for student
questions; and to students, as a notice that your QFocus is not a question for them
to answer but, rather, a focus for questions that they will create.

Question Focus: A stimulus for jumpstarting student questions. It can be a short statement or a visual
or aural aid in any medium or format that can stimulate student thinking that will be expressed through
their questions. It is the opposite of using a teacher’s question to prompt student thinking.

You may be using the QFocus to help students get unstuck by using the QFT on
the spot, or you may be using it as part of a fully developed plan for a lesson, unit,
or an entire curriculum. Yet even if you are using a QFocus and deploying the QFT
for the first time—and discovering the shift in practice that comes with that—you
are also playing a very familiar role. You remain in charge; you are still guiding
the instructional process with your goals and objectives in mind. You are deciding
when, where, and for what purpose you require students to develop their own
questions.

WHAT MAKES AN EFFECTIVE QUESTION FOCUS?

As you probably know from experience, designing effective prompts is an ongoing
learning process. You get better at it the more you do it and the more you see how
the phrasing and timing of prompts affect student responses—how which ones
work better for which students and which points in the curriculum. Your facility in
using prompts reflects your deep implicit knowledge of what will work.

You will develop a similar level of implicit knowledge, which you will also be
able to make explicit to yourself and to colleagues, the more you practice designing
and using a QFocus to stimulate students’ questions. Teachers who have had
relatively little experience designing a QFocus quickly learn how to create and
fine-tune one that will meet the needs of the students and the lessons to be taught.
Their experiences point to a few basic criteria to keep in mind for creating an
effective QFocus:

1. It has a clear focus: Keep in mind the importance of the word focus. The issue, topic, area of
concern, and main emphasis should be brief and simply stated. Students will generate questions more
easily when the QFocus is sharply delineated.
2. It is not a question: The purpose is to get the students to start asking their own questions.

These two guidelines alone will allow you to design an effective QFocus. Some
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She considered using a very simple QFocus to get them to think in different ways
about their fear:

Math anxiety

But as she tried to play out what questions they might ask, she realized that her
wording was too general. She changed it to:

Defeating math anxiety

The addition of the word defeating allowed students to start thinking proactively
about what they could actually do to overcome their fear. Harris’s modification of
the QFocus highlights how inserting an active word (verb or gerund) can make a
QFocus far more effective.

Yana Minchenko, a humanities teacher at BDEA, had a similar experience. She
used a one-word QFocus to go along with the reading of a short story that
examined a teenager’s life choices and the impact they had:

Choices

Minchenko found that it was hard for students to ask questions about this QFocus;
they responded as they would when she’d ask, “Are there any questions?” There
might be a few questions, but they didn’t flow easily. So she amended the QFocus
to:

The choices we make

With the new wording, Minchenko saw immediate and palpable changes: students
leaned forward instead of back; they looked carefully at the questions as they were
being recorded; and generated a number of questions that had not been elicited by
the previous QFocus.

It Is Not a Question

You may be accustomed to prompting students with questions. But because
students are definitely accustomed to responding to questions rather than
generating their own, it would be very confusing if you were to use your own
question as a QFocus.

This does not mean you will never use a question to stimulate more questions. A
question can work effectively, but your students may need to gain more experience
and confidence in asking their own questions before you use a QFocus in question
format.

It Provokes and Stimulates New Lines of Thinking

You can create a QFocus to challenge student assumptions and push your students
to see the topic or task at hand from different perspectives. The provocative
element will help them produce questions more quickly. Marcy Ostberg, for
example, transformed a mild-mannered QFocus in her biology class at BDEA into
a provocative one by inserting one key word. Her students generally do not like
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hearing that they must do something. They managed to probe further and gain a
much deeper understanding of the scientific method when she asked them to
generate questions in response to:

The scientific method must be followed

Another high school history teacher, Ariela Rothstein, while teaching a unit on
immigrants and civil rights, used the case of Miranda v. Arizona to develop this
QFocus:

Miranda Rights always protects the rights of the accused

The word always in this QFocus raises questions immediately. Consider how your
thinking changes if you remove the word. The statement can still function as an
effective QFocus, but it will not necessarily light a fire for quickly producing a lot
of questions.

It Does Not Reveal Teacher Preferences or Bias

Since the goal of the QFocus is to give students freedom to think, be careful about
letting students know your preferences or giving too much direction. You have
seen many times how students spend time trying to figure out the answer they think
you want instead of doing their own thinking. You have to pay attention to the way
you phrase the QFocus for the same reason—your students may spend too much
intellectual energy on coming up with the questions they think you’d want them to
ask.

If, for example, you have taught a full unit in which you have been waxing
poetic about how Emerson, Thoreau, and the Transcendentalists were the most
profound thinkers in American history and you were trying to be provocative, you
might use as a QFocus:

Transcendentalism was an unimportant philosophical movement

Even though this might not be your opinion, your students would be on to you, and
the QFocus would be more likely to produce confusion than to stimulate new
divergent thinking. You could instead create safe space for them to question what
they already know as your position by using:

The importance of transcendentalism in American history

By asking questions about this QFocus, which may include looking at historical
impact, criteria, standards, perspectives, interests, biases, relevance, etc., students
are given license not only to explore but also to question what they know to be
your position. Alternatively, you could switch the focus from the particular and
have them work on the more general:

Criteria for assessing the importance of a philosopher

Coming at the end of the unit, this version allows students to take what they have
learned and generalize their thinking. Giving them the opportunity to ask questions
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