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Session Description:

Beginning class with an evocative question, then asking students to write for five minutes, and then providing a few more minutes for feedback: these activities lock in learning. This session will demonstrate methods of developing class questions and responding to five minute writing sessions. Participants receive sample questions and materials for developing their own questions. The session itself will be active and participatory.

Asking informational questions encourages students to think at the level of memorizing information and responding with that information. This sort of questioning tends to work only for the day or week in which it takes place. Asking question that encourages connecting ideas and concepts moves students to levels of synthesis, analysis, and evaluation. Giving students a brief time to write on these questions solidifies the critical thinking that the question evokes. 

Discussion following the analysis and writing encourages deeper analysis so that students will compare their thinking to that or others in the small group surrounding them. 

The questions should suggest new thinking; the questions may, in fact, seem a bit mysterious to students at first. That’s the idea. An obvious connection would lead the writer back to the information repeating cycle.

Read the attached set of poems. 

I will then ask a question that you will write on for four or five minutes. 

You will discuss your mini-essays with two or three colleagues. 

We will then return to the larger group to discover the results of the questioning process.

Question: What were you doing when the twin towers fell? How did you learn about the event?

This question evokes the sentiments and power of the poems. Without having to discuss analysis and synthesis, the group leader can move the class to the exigencies and fears suggested in the poetry. The class does not have to begin with an analysis of the power of the poems because writing on the question has done the work of synthesizing. 

When this process is repeated using a variety of texts, students will begin to develop a portfolio of ideas for writing. Not every question will trigger excitement, but over weeks of class, each person will have at least one “aha” experience.

Other possible questions on the poems

Describe a visit you made to a place that you had heard or read about in the past.

Discuss a movie that evokes strong feelings for you and why?

Describe something that you are afraid of (choose a “silly” fear if you like).

