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Fast and fabulous ideas for ministry

Asking Better Questions

The Fine Art of Crafting Better Questions

"A question is a curious animal, shy and brash and bold and beckoning. A question invites us into a
story, creates a story, to consider a old or new story. A question invites us into wondering and
pondering. A question gives us space to say, “hummmm, let me think about that for a

moment.” - Carrie Newcomer

Why focus on questions?

Questions call on the learner to look more deeply and process the material presented. True, lasting
learning is more than an accumulation of facts. As a teacher, we cannot simply pour our knowledge
into learners’ heads. Questions invite the learner into the process of weighing the information, placing
it beside what they already know or believe, then deciding how this new knowledge relates to their old
knowledge. The learner then decides what to internalize and what will shape future learning.

Questions build groups

Consider these characteristics of ‘magic questions.” They are questions that anyone can answetr,
respect different levels of experience, and create a space of welcome and hospitality. These are
questions which are more than simple icebreakers. They provoke a willingness to share, an opportunity
to reflect on oneself as well as to know and be known by others. For those of us committed to
nurturing a learning community as part of the teaching process, asking these sorts of questions can be
an effective strategy for empowering students with both courage and insight as they dig into subject
matter.

Questions help us explore and dialogue with texts or issues

Good questions offer an invitation to wonder. It is in wonder that most transformational learning
occurs. Consider this wisdom adapted from Elizabeth Caldwell, author of I Wonder: Engaging a Child’s
Curiosity about the Bible (pp. 40-41). While the book speaks specifically to the needs of children, much
of what she has to say has meaning for students across the age spectrum.

e« Who is in the story and what happens to them? ...Great start, but move deeper with
why? and what if? questions.

e What do you think the story is about? Why do you think this story is told?

o What kind of story is this? (Allows older students to think about different kinds of writing and
revisit familiar stories.)

e How is this story different from the time and place in which we live? (Again, better for older
learners as they wonder about a world both different and similar to their own.)

e Why do you think this story is important? What did you learn from it, and what will you
remember?

e How do you connect with the story? What does the story have to do with your life? When would
be a good time to remember this story?



Questions are critical for visioning and goal setting
Questions can lead us to the critical w Ay we should go about the w hat and Aow of our ministries.

Helpful questions include:

What in our neighborhood makes Jesus weep?

What is our congregation passionate about? What assets does our congregation have? What
are the needs in our community? The answers in the intersection of these questions

help identify calling.

What does our current budget say about our priorities? How does this list compare with what
we claim as our priorities?

What do our neighbors know and say about us? What do we know about our neighbors and
their interests and needs?

Top Ten Simple Rules for Crafting Better Questions

1.

Know why you are asking the question and what you hope to accomplish This allows
discussions to remain focused while still allowing new and unexpected insights to emerge.

Avoid yes/no questions These can shut down conversation or imply there is only one
correct answer. Instead, use such phrases as ‘tell about when’, ‘cite an example’ or other
clarifiers.

Vague is not the same as open ended Questions should be asked with enough clarity to
aid and guide the thought process of learners to answer the question. ‘What strikes you?’ Is so
unfocused that it can lead to learners being so unsure about what is being asked that they
question their ability to answer in @ meaningful way. An exception is when leading the process
of lectio divina (holy listening) when we instruct the learner to listen for words, phrases or
images that stand out for them BEFORE reading the text.

The power of "might” When we ask questions that use the phrasing of *how might” we give
learners permission to think creatively, read between the lines, and signal that there is no one
correct answer. It opens the door to wonder and can help learners engage in questions of
why.

Beware of the paralysis of superlatives When we ask questions that ask about most, best,
or worst, we can unintentionally send learners into a spiral of internal monologue as a variety of
answers can emerge in the mind that shift quickly into second guessing and shut down spoken

responses. Simple insertion of the words ‘one of’ can free this log jam of possibilities.

“Breadcrumbs” can both enrich and guide conversations Brief snippets of information
preceding a question can signal both how to focus on the feedback being sought and can signal
to learners information such as context or if/then scenarios that should inform their

answers. Sprinkling such breadcrumbs within a presentation can clue learners of transitions and
organizational framework of the discussion.

Know your audience Whenever possible, consider the age, stage, and experience of those
who are gathered. What and how much do they already know? How much extra background
might they need? What level of vocabulary is appropriate? These and other questions can guide
the leader as they build the learner’s capacity to grow in depth and insight as they approach the
text.

Practice “Holy Curiosity” Each time you prepare to teach a passage REREAD the text as if
you are reading it for the first time. In the words of Ted Lasso, “be curious, not judgmental.” As



you slowly read, make written notes of questions that come to mind, especially being open to
curiosity about the thoughts and questions that might have been in the characters’ minds.

What might the characters have told others about their experience?
How might minor characters retell the events from their point of view?
How does this story relate to other passages of scripture?

What is the historic and cultural context?

Where do you find special meaning at this season in your life?

After gathering answers to your musings, what additional research might you need to
do? Which of the many questions you have noted will be most meaningful for the particular
learners you are preparing to lead?

9. Plan time for revisioning and sharpening your questions What is the learning that the
leader hopes to address at this time? What question best supports this plan? Trust that this will
not be the only time learners will hear and consider this text. We can overwhelm learners by
trying to unpack everything the text offers in one sitting or at one stage of life. It has
been observed that when we cover a subject totally, we can obscure it totally.

10.Avoid boring questions When we only ask the basic questions of facts (who, what, when)
and fail to ask questions of motivation (why and how), we miss an opportunity for deeper
engagement and transformational reflection. Asking only surface questions or questions with
only one answer limits the learner’s understanding of the true power of the text and what
values and insights emerge as we revisit the text at differing times in our faith
development. Pay attention to questions that emerge at different levels of learning.

Costa’s Three Story House and Levels of Thinking and Questioning

Using the image of a three story house, Arthur Costa suggests three levels of thinking and learning that
build sequentially to higher levels of learning. Like a three story house, each story needs to

provide strong foundation to the deeper learning that will follow. A quick Google search of Costa’s
levels of questions will identify a variety of helpful articles, charts, and videos to learn more.

At Level 1, learners need to gather information. What information can the learner find in the text?
What do they remember? What do they understand? Such information is, like the foundation of a
home, critical to success in adding layers of thought. Some verbs associated with demonstrating
understanding include: give examples, restate, discuss, express, rewrite, retell, explain, locate, find,
paraphrase, summarize, and generalize.

Level 2 learning requires the learner to process information gleaned in level one learning. Answers
are still rooted in the text, but invite pulling together information in a new way. Some verbs associated
with processing include compare, contrast, classify, sort, distinguish, analyze, and explain why. One
uses understanding to show the ability to imply, apply, relate, interpret, and infer. Processing calls
forth skills in categorizing and analysis. Processing involves a capacity to create new learning and
draws upon skills to compile, organize, formulate, modify, design, revise, and/or generate new
statements.

Level 3 learning requires the learner to apply information gathered and processed in the previous
levels, which is demonstrated when the learner can evaluate, generalize, imagine, judge, predict,
speculate (what if?), hypothesize, forecast, and/or develop if/then scenarios. This is the step in which
the learner makes the learning their own understanding.



Make it a practice to collect and curate good questions that can be used with many texts.

Some examples include:

o What does the text say? What does the text mean? Why does the text matter? How might the
text guide our actions?

o What does the text tell us about God? What did the text say to the original audience? How
might the text speak to us today?

e Why do you think the long-ago people of God thought this story was so important that it
needed to be written down?

o What might have each of the characters been thinking? What might they have been feeling?
How does hearing their story make you feel?

Practice Framing Good Questions

Below are some sample scenarios that call for an application of good practices for framing better
questions. Consider using or adapting these questions as you work with others in framing questions
that enhance the ministries of your church.

e Your congregation’s leadership team is seeking to clarify its vision for mission and community
engagement. What questions might you ask of the parable of the Good Samaritan that could
be helpful?

e Your youth are preparing for a mission service trip, and you are planning a Bible study on The
Good Samaritan. When you announce the passage, eyes start to roll, and one student pipes
up saying, ‘Come on! We know this one. We've known it for years, the Samaritan is the good
guy!” What questions might you ask that will open the passage to a new and deeper
understanding and appreciation of the story?

e Drawing from what you might have learned about three story questions, frame questions you
might bring to the Good Samaritan text representing each of the three levels.... Gathering,
Processing, and Applying.

e You are meeting with a group for the first time. What are some ice breaker ‘magic’ questions
you might ask that anyone can answer, respect different levels of experience, and create a
space of welcome and hospitality?

Happy Questions crafting!
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