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Overview

Philosophy classroom experiences range from thrilling to painful, for students and for instructors.  Some
factors contributing to the quality of our classes are beyond our control.  General education requirements
force students into classes that do not suit them.  Some students aren’t adequately prepared for the work we
expect them to do.  The range of abilities or interests in a class can be too broad to keep everyone engaged
productively.  But some factors are within instructor control.  One factor that can make a difference in the
tone and success of a class meeting is the kind of questions we ask in class.

It is typical to think of philosophers as people who write or talk, who pontificate.  The true
philosopher, though, is not a speaker, but a listener.  She strives to understand the world, to hear different
perspectives, to challenge her own views.  As teachers, we should model excellent listening skills, but we tend
to talk too much.  Moreover, we should remember that increased talking by us need not positively correlate
with increased learning by our students.  Our main objective should be not to say as much as possible but to
create excellent learning opportunities.  Such opportunities should involve developing higher-level cognitive
skills in interpretation, inference, application, and evaluation, and not merely learning some philosophical
facts.  We want students to understand different perspectives and to hear where their views are challenged. 
To that end, we need to ask good questions.

This workshop will involve participants in thinking about the kinds of questions we can ask that will
better facilitate the kind of classroom conversations that will be most productive.  The topic is distinct from
work, some of it lively and recent, on improving the kinds of questions that students ask.  This workshop is
for teachers who want to refine and practice asking the kinds of questions that will foster productive and
sustained discussions that empower and edify our students.

I. Activity 1: Problematic In-Class Questions

Group A
Are we in agreement about the problems with utilitarianism?
Does everyone understand how to use disjunctive syllogism?
Are you all ready to move on?

Group B
Is this argument valid or sound, especially the third and fifth premises?
What are Berkeley’s four objections to Lockean materialism, and which is the most
important?
What problems arise for the view that a right to life includes a right to the bare minimum

one needs to survive?

Group C
What are the charges against Socrates, in Apology?
When is a conjunction true?
Why is utilitarianism called a consequentialist theory?

Group D
Do you understand the first version of Kant’s categorical imperative?
Who needs a refresher on the truth table method for propositions?
What is the goal of the Sixth Meditation?



II. Activity 2: Why Ask Questions (Jamboard)

III. Questions for discussion

Never ask a question to which you know the answer

IV. Questions for developing critical skills

Sample activity baldly stolen from Merritt Rehn-Debraal that we will not do: 
As a team, write down as many questions as you can about this picture.
Aim for twenty questions.

We can reflect on different kinds of questions, in the hopes of developing skills in creativity and critical
evaluation.



Gallagher and Aschner Taxonomy of Question Types
Adapted, with original illustations from Plato’s allegory of the cave

1. Cognitive-memory questions
Require only simple recognition, rote memory, or selective recall
Examples

What happens, according to Plato, when someone released from the cave steps into
the sun?  

What happens, according to Plato, when that person returns to the cave?

2. Convergent thinking questions
Require analyzing and integrating evidence, summarizing, or establishing of a logical

sequence of ideas or premises
Examples

How, in light of the cave analogy, can people be in error in two different ways?
What does the sun represent in Plato’s analogy?

3. Divergent thinking questions
Require independently generated evidence or new perspectives, often in contexts in which

conclusive evidence is lacking
Examples

In what ways are we like the prisoners in the cave?
When are you puzzled by other people’s beliefs?

4. Evaluative or creative thinking questions
Involve matters of judgment, value, and choice
Examples

How do you respond to people with beliefs that you think are false?
Do we have a responsibility to improve our beliefs?  (I.e. Are the  prisoners in the

cave wrong for staying where they are?)
How can we improve our intellectual lives by recognizing our own fallibility?

V. Activity 3: Applying the Gallagher and Aschner Taxonomy

In groups, choose one of the following passages.  
Write two questions at each of the G&A levels.

Descartes, “The Story of the Sun”
hooks, “Theory as Liberatory Practice”
Locke, “The Prince and the Cobbler”
Marcus, “Valid and Invalid Arguments”
Nozick, “The Experience Machine”
Warren, “The Concept of Personhood”
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