
To develop driving questions from students’ inter-
ests, a teacher must provide students time to develop
questions and establish a setting in which questions can
emerge. Teachers must develop ways to support students
in their asking of questions, select from among the many
possible driving questions those that are worth pursuing,
and sensitively handle those questions that are not se-
lected. In this section,we explore techniques for helping
students ask questions, selecting students’ questions, and
developing students’ ideas into driving questions.

Supporting Students Asking Questions
Teachers can use various ways to encourage students to
ask questions that might be turned into a driving ques-
tion for a project or that might be used as subquestions
in a project. One of the best ways to accomplish this is to have students make observa-
tions of their surroundings.To do this, teachers must build a classroom environment that
fosters students asking questions and that exposes students to situations that they can ob-
serve. Teachers can help students recommend subquestions to the main driving question
of the project. Finally, teachers also can have students brainstorm ideas they know about
and help them identify hobbies and personal interests.

An Encouraging Classroom Environment. There are a number of ways that a
teacher can build an environment that encourages students to ask questions. One tech-
nique involves setting up situations in the classroom that allow students to make obser-
vations and ask questions. For instance, a teacher might set up an aquarium in the
classroom or plant a variety of seeds in a classroom terrarium. Imagine a series of aquari-
ums that are missing pumps and filters but that contain sand, goldfish, snails, and duck-
weed. Students make careful observations, recording them on a daily basis. After several
days, students notice a buildup of “black stuff” on the sand at the bottom of the aquari-
ums. Students will likely ask questions such as “What is the black stuff on the bottom of
the aquarium?” This situation forms a great learning experience for early elementary

Portfolio Activity 3.5
ANALYZE CLASSROOM SCIENCE AND 
DEVELOP DRIVING QUESTIONS

Materials Needed:
• A classroom to visit
• A copy of the school’s curriculum framework
• Paper and pencil or a computer

A. Obtain permission from appropriate school personnel
to visit an elementary or middle grade classroom. Ob-
serve the teacher. Look over the classroom materials
the teacher is using. Review the district’s curriculum
framework.

B. Analyze whether the students are exploring the solu-
tions to questions in the science teaching that you ob-
serve. Determine if the questions meet the key
features of driving questions. If they do not, how
might the teacher alter the science instruction to
develop questions that meet the key features?

C. Record the information from this activity in your
portfolio.
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CONNECTING TO
NATIONAL SCIENCE EDUCATION STANDARDS
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K–4 Content Standard: Science as Inquiry
Scientific investigations involve asking and answering a
question and comparing the answer with what scientists
already know about the world (p. 123).

5–8 Content Standard: Science as Inquiry
Students should develop the ability to refine and refocus
broad and ill-defined questions (p. 145).

Key Idea

A rich classroom en-
vironment encour-
ages the generation
of driving questions.
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