
         

  EFFECTIVE QUESTIONS 
 

 

 

Why are some questions more effective than others? Maybe it’s the way we ask! We all 

know those questions that get no real answers from our children: “How was school today? 

(okay)   What did you do? (nothing)”  So what are some techniques for getting a 

conversation going with your child? 

 
In a recent article on the ThinkFun site, “Fat vs. Skinny Questions: Are You Asking the 

Right Ones?”, the author points out that skinny questions require only a one-word answer 

(usually yes or no).  Fat questions, on the other hand, require thought before answering. 

Too often we want our children to know facts, and so we ask skinny questions: 

“What is 12 times 12?” 

“Who was the first President of the United States?” 

Certainly children must know their facts, but it is more important to lead them toward 

thinking in depth about those facts and helping them develop critical thinking skills. 

Asking the right kind of questions can help. 

 

 

Once a child knows the facts about the first president, for instance, ask more in depth 

questions—fat questions: 

“What would have happened if George Washington had declined to be president?” 

“Why do you think George Washington wouldn’t accept a third term as president?” 

“What have you read that makes you think that?” 

 

Even in the primary grades, it’s important to help children realize that knowledge doesn’t 

consist of just learning facts, but in understanding what came before, what causes and 

effects were involved, and why those events were important. Even the young child can 

understand, for instance, that nobody on the playground gets to be the boss forever. 

George Washington, likewise, thought it was time for him to retire after two terms. You 
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might then discuss with your child how he/she might use what he/she learned about 

George Washington when making his/her own decisions. 

 

As you talk with your child, try following some of the hints in the article: 

 
 

This week, give yourself a weigh-in and notice the kinds of questions you ask your 

students. Are you presenting a healthy balance of “skinny” and “fat” questions, or could 

your inquiries use some more depth? Try fattening up “skinny” questions by adding words 

like “describe” or “explain why." 

 

As a reminder, print a list of prompts to keep by your desk. Better yet, post these on the 

wall and encourage students to use them in their own conversations! 

 
Try These: 

 
   “Do you agree with…” 

 “What would happen if...”     

  “What do you mean by…”    

 “How did...” 

   “What caused...” 

   “Why did...” 

   “How would you feel if...” 

   “Explain what you’re thinking…” 

  “What do you notice about…” 

 

These questioning techniques can be as helpful at home as they are in school. Try one, 

and see if you can get a good conversation going with your child! 
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