
Effective Questioning



Adapted from  - MEDICAL TEACHER 2020, Vol 42, No. 12, 1331    https://doi.org/10.1080/0142159X.2020.1749583



• What do my learners already know about this topic?  
• What do I want my learners to know about this topic when they 

leave today? 
• What questions can I ask that will help learners think and fill 

in knowledge gaps?

The trick is to ask questions that help learners access what they 
do know and build from there with further questions as guides. 
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• Convergent (close-ended)  vs. divergent (open-ended)

• Based on knowledge dimensions
Factual, conceptual, procedural, metacognitive

• Based on intention of question and nature of answer
Factual, clarification, broadening or extension, justifying, hypothetical, questions about questions, and redirected questions

• Various cognitive levels
Remembering (knowledge), understanding (comprehension), applying (application), analyzing (analysis), 
evaluating (evaluation), creating (synthesis

Sequencing and balance
Sequencing- asking questions in planned patterned order  to elicit meaningful responses
Balance - asking a mix of questions both convergent and divergent, from multiple knowledge domains, at 
varying cognitive levels. 
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• Clinicians engage in unique patterns of thinking, especially when 
diagnosing and treating a patient - 'clinical reasoning'. 

• These patterns of thinking must be explicitly taught to and 
practiced by learners until they are able to internalize and practice 
it independently.

• Medical educator can model clinical reasoning for medical 
learners.

More information…
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 Prodding          When  intent is to humiliate, cause discomfort, or maliciously expose knowledge gaps. 

 Prodding           genuine Socratic method

For  psychological safety:
• Create atmosphere of respect.
• Allow sufficient 'wait time' after posing questions.
• Let learners know they can say 'I don't know’ or ask for help from others.
• Prompt when learners 'don't know’ to help them voice what they  know and build connections.
• Use verbal and non-verbal communication to show support  while learners are challenged.
• Do not ignore inadequate performance. Correct in a compassionate manner.

More information…
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More information…
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Working in pairs is feasible in small group settings 

Good questions for paired discussions:
• On difficult concepts about which learners have misconceptions.
• Related to main learning objectives that learners need to master.

Working in pairs:
• Ensures that everyone participates.
• Makes each person accountable for thinking, learning, and adding to 

collective learning. 
• Gives learners opportunity to teach information to another person. 

More information…
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• Wait for at least 3-5 seconds after posing question.

• Wait time is critical to good questioning technique

• ‘Wait-time 1’ =  time educator allows to elapse after he/she has posed 
question and before learner begins to speak.
‘Wait-time 2’  = time educator waits after learner has stopped speaking 
before saying anything.
More information…
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More information…

When questions become unanswerable for learners, medical educators may:
• Ask another learner to help answer
• Ask learners to research it and report back in the next class session 
• Step in and explain part of the answer
• Step in and explain the entire answer
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Effective educators pay attention to learner responses noting:
• Did the learner understand the concept? How do I know?
• What level of understanding did the learner response reveal? 
• Did the learner just know the basics, display surface level understanding, or provide full 

understanding of the concept? 
• Should I call on another learner to add?
• Was there a misconception? Should I call on learners to question the response?
• Was this question too difficult for the learner? How can I break it down to better scaffold?
• Based on learner responses, should I go back (reteach) or forward in my teaching?
• Was the learner able to justify their response (explain why)? 

More information…
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The medical educator can use quick writes, exit slips, or digital conversations

• Quick writes: Educator poses a question and asks learners to take 1-2 minutes writing their own 
thoughtful responses.

• Exit slips: At the end of  session educator asks 1-2 questions such as “What was clarified for you 
today?' “What still confuses you?’ 'What is something you learned from another person in your group 
today? Learners write their own answers and hand them in as they leave class.

• Digital conversations: The medical educator creates a shared online document where educator 
and/or learners pose questions and write responses to each other. This document can be added to 
before, during, and after class sessions.

More information…
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Use video or audio recording to analyze questioning. 

Listen to recording, write down questions medical educator asked.

Analyze for:
• Bloom's taxonomy - levels of questioning
• Categories of questions
• Wait time
• Sequence and balance of questions
• IRE patterns
• Probing or prodding
• Quality of learner responses
• Wait time

Adapted from  - MEDICAL TEACHER 2020, Vol 42, No. 12, 1334-1335    https://doi.org/10.1080/0142159X.2020.1749583



Questioning will always be a common teaching strategy in medical education. When used
incorrectly questioning can leave learners feeling singled out and not in a position to learn, or
worse - threatened or humiliated. When used effectively, questioning is a powerful learning tool.
Therefore, medical educators deserve further development around questioning techniques.
Effective questioning using the tips provided here will help medical educators support struggling
learners, challenge advanced learners, assess learner understanding, and balance learner
participation and engagement. The more targeted medical educators can be in asking effective
questions, the more likely medical education can develop thoughtful clinicians ready to take on
the challenges of today's medical field. p.1335
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