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Discuss and Design: Effective Classroom Structures 
for Higher-Order Questions 

Purpose
Trainers, coaches, and expert teachers are encouraged to use this tool to provide in-service training on creating effective classroom structures that support the use of higher-order questions to help students build explanations. 

Materials  
Laptop and projector; transcript from classroom video, Questioning in a Socratic Seminar

Media 
Questioning in a Socratic Seminar. Watch this classroom video to see how one teacher builds in classroom structures that support student discussion in response to higher-order questions. (7:01)

                                       This tool and related media and materials are located in the Doing What Works Library (https://dwwlibrary.wested.org/). For assistance, contact dww@wested.org.
Topic
How to Organize Your Teaching

Practice
Higher-Order Questions
Discuss and Design: Effective Classroom Structures 
for Higher-Order Questions

During this session, teachers will observe a video of a Socratic Seminar to analyze how rules, structures, and classroom culture impact students’ willingness and abilities to generate in-depth explanations to teacher questions. Teachers will discuss and reflect on what they observe before developing lessons that incorporate some aspect of a classroom structure specifically designed to support student explanations.
1. Before watching the classroom video, Questioning in a Socratic Seminar, assign each viewer to complete a portion of the following observation chart. 
	Viewer #1
	What are the five discussion rules set by the teacher at the beginning of the seminar?

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

As you watch the video, find a specific instance that illustrates each rule or norm in action.



	Viewer #2
	List all the questions the teacher asks throughout the discussion.

List any questions the students ask.



	Viewer #3
	Observe the students’ responses and interactions during the discussion. Using tally marks, track the number of times:

1. A new student participates in the discussion: _________________________________________

2. A student refers directly to art as part of an explanation: ________________________________

3. A student agrees or disagrees with another student: ____________________________________

4. A student speaks: _______________________________________________________________

5. The teacher speaks: _____________________________________________________________




2. After watching the classroom video, have teachers share what they observed and then use the following prompts for discussion. [Note: The discussion leader may find it helpful to have the transcript for the classroom video, Questioning in a Socratic Seminar, available for reference. Use the link next to the video to download the transcript.]

· What ideas or understandings were revealed through the discussion? 

· Did the students seem engaged? What evidence do you have?

· How effective were the teacher’s questions in eliciting student explanations? How did she sequence the questions effectively? How did she use follow-up questions to help students build stronger responses? 

· Did you observe more student-to-student interactions or more teacher-student interactions? How did the teacher encourage students to build on each other’s responses? What structures help promote a class dynamic that moves beyond the pattern of teacher question and student response?

· What purpose did the discussion rules serve? How did they help support strong discussion?

3. Select at least one of the following activities to begin the process of designing a class lesson that focuses on the use of higher-order questions to elicit student explanations. Incorporate specific learnings from the video and discussion as you brainstorm and plan.

Activity #1: Develop a set of rules or norms to use in discussions that will support students in providing in-depth explanations.

Activity #2: Develop a sequence of higher-order questions that immediately engages students of all levels but also requires more complex critical thinking as the discussion progresses.

Activity #3: Design a lesson or exercise where students must respond to each other’s ideas and not just answer a teacher’s question.  

Activity #4: Write out sample responses to one of your higher-order questions from Activity #2. Brainstorm a list of characteristics that describe a “good” student response. Develop a lesson that teaches students how to develop answers that meet all these characteristics.

	Viewer #1
	What are the five discussion rules set by the teacher at the beginning of the seminar?
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