
Jennie	  Pennant	  	  Spring	  2016	  www.growlearning.co.uk	  	  e:	  jennie@growlearning.co.uk	  
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Helping children to think independently: using coaching-style 
questions. 
 
Why coaching-style questions? 
 
According to Whitmore (2002), a father figure in the world of coaching, coaching is about unlocking a 
person’s potential to maximise their performance. It is helping them to learn rather than teaching them. In the 
classroom we have seen a significant shift over the past ten years from a focus on teaching to a focus on 
encouraging independent learners who understand what they are learning, understand what they are 
expected to do, can ask for appropriate support when needed, can reflect on their learning process, can pose 
questions and can solve problems. In other words, our teacher focus is on how we can support children to 
become powerful, independent and effective lifelong learners.  

The open/closed question challenge  

A central skill in coaching is the use of open questions to stimulate thinking. An open question is one that 
requires at least a sentence as an answer and may often reveal feelings, opinions and thoughts, whereas a 
closed question is one that can be answered with either a single word or a short phrase. Contrast ‘Did you 
enjoy that?’ with ‘What did you enjoy about that?’ and ‘Is that everything?’ with ‘What else is there?’. In 
practice, most of us use a mix of open and closed questions in the classroom and we may well have favourite 
ones such as, ‘What have you done so far?’ ‘How did you arrive at that answer?’ and ‘What have you done 
like this before?’ or favourite statements such as, ‘Tell me more about….’ These are all good coaching 
questions and statements too. Here’s a more unusual coaching question you may like to try, ‘If you knew the 
answer what would it be? The power of this question is that it can help a learner to get over the ‘brick wall of 
stuckness’ in their mind and think of a possible solution.  Or how about, ‘How would you help someone else in 
the class who is stuck on this?’. Shifting the focus away from the stuckness in their own head to someone 
else may produce some new thinking.	   

The ‘is/what:do/how’ game 

To further support the children to become independent thinkers I invite you to play the ‘is/what:do/how’ game 
when in the classroom. This will help you use more open questions, which in turn will help stimulate the 
children’s thinking. You may like to start out by listening to see how often you use a closed question that 
starts with ‘is/was’ or ‘do/did’. To help with this you could invite your Teaching Assistant to jot down the 
questions you use during some key input to the class or take a risk and video yourself and see what question 
starters you use.  

When playing the game, you can employ the children as helpers if you wish or just play in your own head. To 
play, every time you hear yourself, or the children hear you, start a question with ‘is’, ‘was’, ‘do’ or ‘did’ shout 
‘whathow’. Take a pause and see if you can rephrase your question to become an open question. See what 
happens if you replace the closed starter such as ‘is’ with ‘what’ or ‘how’. Can you still ask the same 
question? You may be surprised to find that you can. Ask the question again, now in its open form, and see 
what difference it makes in stimulating the children’s thinking. The secret is to change the question 
immediately. And as a bonus you are modelling the learning process for the children! 

 As you get good at replacing closed questions with open ones, encourage the children to spot their use of 
closed questions and to play the ‘is/what:do/how’ game when working with a partner or a small group. Include 
your Teaching Assistant as well. See how much you can all develop the use of open questions throughout the 
lesson and see what effect it has on developing thinking. Yet beware! There are times when a closed 
question is just what’s needed. ‘Did we say assembly was at ten today?’ ‘Is it raining right now so that we 
need indoor play?’ Ensure the baby stays in the bath and it’s just the bath water you throw out. 

 


