
 

 

 

What is a Question: An activity to inspire curiosity! 
Designed by Dr Lani Watson, University of Edinburgh/University of Oxford 

 

 

What is it: This is an activity for teachers 
who want to inspire deep, curious and 
creative thinking in students. It is designed 
to help teachers and students dig down 
into one of the most fundamental aspects 
of philosophical thinking – asking 
questions. It will help students to think 
more deeply about questions and be more 
confident asking their own questions. 

 

Who is it for: This activity is designed for 11+ 
students. It may be especially useful for work 
with older students and it also works well with 
adults (e.g. as a training activity or as an 
introduction to philosophical teaching in 
schools). Teachers with experience running 
philosophical activities in the classroom will be 
able to adapt this activity for younger children.  

 

How long will it take: The activity takes 
30-45 minutes (Parts 1-3). Part 4 is an add-
on that can run as part of the activity or 
separately. Part 4 takes 15 minutes. Part 5 
offers optional follow-on reading.  

This activity is based on research conducted by Dr Lani 
Watson. Find out more at philosophyofquestions.com 

 

 

 



 

What is a Question: Parts 1-3 (30-45 minutes) 

 

 

Part 1: Quick-fire definition 

Start by asking your students to come up with their own quick-fire definition of a question. This 
works well in small groups of 3-5 students. Give the groups 5 minutes to come up with a working 
definition of a question. Emphasize that they will have opportunities to change their definition so 
they don’t need to be really precise at this stage. But it’s good to be pithy so encourage them to 
come up with a short definition that can be written down as a sentence or two.  

 

Part 2: Take the Survey 

Once your students have a working definition of a question, 
get them to take the ‘What is a Question’ survey. Students 
can either take the survey online using this link: 
https://www.surveymonkey.co.uk/r/whatisaquestionactivity 

Or on paper, using the paper version of the survey that is 
included with this activity pack. 

Student should take the survey on their own – it usually 
takes about 10-12 minutes to complete. It’s a good idea to 
take the survey yourself too! You can take it as many times 
as you like. 

Part 3: First thoughts/Discussion 

Once your students have taken the survey they will be deep in their own new thoughts about 
questions. Help to bring this out by doing a round of first thoughts where every student gets a 
chance to say something about the survey. This can be a helpful step to open up to a more free-
flowing discussion, ensuring that everyone has a chance to use their voice. 

If you have a large group and don’t have time for a round of first thoughts, skip straight to 
facilitating a wider discussion in response to the survey.  

Some questions that may help to guide the discussion (many of these are likely to be brought up 
by the students themselves): 

• Did your ideas about what a question is change while you were taking the survey. 
o If so, did any of the scenarios, in particular, make you change your mind. 

• Which scenarios did you find the hardest to answer. Which were the easiest.  
• Do you still agree with your working definition of a question or do you want to change it. 

o If you want to change it, what changes do you want to make. 
• Do any of the other working definitions now fit your ideas about what a question is 

better than your own. 
• Do you think you know what a question is. 
• Does it matter what a question is. 

 

https://www.surveymonkey.co.uk/r/whatisaquestionactivity


 

  

What is a Question: Parts 4-5 (optional add-ons)  

Part 4: Question-Storming (this can be run as part of the activity or separately) 

You can build on the discussion by getting students to ask their own questions, using a technique 
called Question-Storming. Question-Storming is like brain-storming but instead of generating 
quick-fire ideas, students generate quick-fire questions. The goal of Question-Storming is to ask 
as many questions as possible in a short time, in response to a prompt.  

There are four simple rules for Question-Storming: 

1) Ask as many questions as you can 
2) Do not stop to answer, discuss or judge the questions (even positively) 
3) Write the questions down exactly as stated (important if you are the scribe!) 
4) Change any statements into questions 

These rules are taken from The Right Question Institute’s ‘Question Formulation Technique’. 
Learn more about this exciting technique for encouraging student questions at rightquestion.org. 

Question-Storming can be run as a whole-class, small group or individual activity. Try out 
different approaches to see how the technique changes depending on group size. If you run this 
activity in small groups, someone will need to act as the group scribe, writing down all the 
questions. This can be a challenging role – the scribe needs to pay special attention to rule 3 and 
should be encouraged to ask their own questions with the rest of the group.  

You can come up with your own prompt or use one of the suggested prompts below: 

• There is only one way to define questions. 
• Rhetorical questions aren’t really questions. 
• A question has to have an answer. 
• A question has to have a question-mark. 
• “A question is an act performed in order to elicit information” (This is my own definition 

of a question! This prompt is suitable for older students and adults). 

Part 5: Follow-on reading 

If you want your students to keep thinking deeply about questions and philosophy more broadly, 
the following short articles are accessible for older students and adults. You may like to read 
these yourself, before or after running this activity. 

• What is a Question (Philosopher’s Magazine) 
https://www.philosophersmag.com/essays/186-what-is-a-question 

• Questioning the Questions (The Philosopher 1923) 
https://www.thephilosopher1923.org/watson 

You can find lots more published academic research on questions at 
philosophyofquestions.com/publications/ 

https://www.philosophersmag.com/essays/186-what-is-a-question
https://www.thephilosopher1923.org/watson

