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Powerful questions incite deep understanding
Making connections instigated by questions leads to understanding.  It is a purposeful and an imaginative process of ‘opening up
and closing down’.  It goes on all the time irrespective of whether the learning is taking place for personal or collective purposes.

Critical and creative thinking 
generate understanding

Being critical is an analytic 
process.  Through it ideas and 
actions are drawn together and 
transformed into action

Being creative is an imaginative 
process.  Through it  we can 
escape our file memories of 
previous experience and think 
laterally ‘outside the square’

Both processes are mutually 
supportive and synergistic

Tension between 
critical and 
creative thinking 
is a springboard 
to imaginative 
thinking - from 
which new or 
different ideas  
can grow
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Metaphors 
for action

Posing
Questions 
generates

Deep 
understanding

Collaborative
dialogue

Purposeful 
inquiry

Diversity  of 
sophistication

Personalised learning

Questions imply 
possibility

Questions provoke 
creativity

Questions stimulate 
curiosity

Questions incite 
imagination

Questions motivate 
collaboration

Three layers of 
questions 

Generative
questions shape 
inquiries

1st order

Focused questions 

direct inquiries
2nd order

Situated questions

enact inquiries
3rd order

 Apply in broad 
sequence but not 
lock-step

 The process is 
iterative
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1st order 
questions in a 

flexible layered 
sequence

Generative questions

They can be applied to-
 all fields of knowledge and experience
 ‘large’ inquiries and ‘small’ focused studies

To craft personalised and group learning generative questions need to be-
 Translated into the context and content of inquiries 
 Adjusted to the learning needs and stages of development of learners

They generate learning irrespective of whether inquiries are organised around-
 Themes
 Subjects
 ‘Big ideas’
 Topics
 Modular units and courses

Next slide

Map of generative questions

Generative questions create purpose and raison d’être for inquiries
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Generative 
questions

1st order  
questions
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Focused questions direct inquiries

Focused questions

They bring generative questions into action

They are driven  by-
 the generative question or questions that 

have been selected
 the nature and purposes of the inquiry, and
 the stage an inquiry has reached

Focused questions can be readily investigated and explored

2nd order 
questions in 

a flexible 
layered 

sequence

Next slide

Map of focused questions

Focus questions are ‘big’ questions that lead to inquiries
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Convergent 
questions

Targeted 
questions

Divergent 
questions

Contextual questions
 Explore backgrounds 
 Examine circumstances
 Investigate environments

Divergent questions
 Promote improvisation
 Explore possibilities
 Generate alternatives

Targeted questions
 Reveal features
 Examine assumptions
 Point investigations

Convergent questions
 Draw things together
 Precipitate analysis
 Produce conclusions

To explore selected
Generative questions

Contextual 
questions

Focused 
questions

2nd order  
questions

http://www.saorcloclearning.org/
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Situated questions enact inquiries

3rd order 
questions in 

a flexible 
layered 

sequence

Situated questions

Situated questions can be thought of as tactics for inquiry.  They based on-

 The shape of an  inquiry set in train by the generative question(s)

 The direction of an inquiry embodied in  the focused questions

 The context and situations in which an inquiry is being  undertaken

 The learning needs and stage of development of learners

Next slide

Table of situated questions

Situated questions are pointed questions that lead  to well-defined inquiries

http://www.saorcloclearning.org/


Melvin Freestone
WWW.saorcloclearning.org/
melvinfreestone@gmail.com

9

Indicative possibilities only

Ideas 
and Information

Decisions 
and Judgements

Tasks and 
Actions

Alternatives
and Innovations

Opportunities
and Possibilities

Difficulties and 
Conflicts

Meet requirements
How well are the 
requirements being met?

Make decisions
What needs to be decided 
in this situation?

Understand emotions
What emotions are 
involved in this context or 
situation?

Explore other views
What are all the views 
here and how do they 
differ?

Bridge the gap
Are there some stepping 
stones to help us get 
there?

Make it work
How well are things going 
and how might they be 
improved?

Discover the parts
What are the interacting 
parts?

Ensure appropriateness
Are the actions socially, 
culturally and 
environmentally 
reasonable?

Try it out
How might we trial these 
ideas or actions to see if 
they work?

Generate ‘crazy’ ideas
How might be an 
outrageous suggestion 
advance our thinking?

Identify opportunities
What are the opportunities 
here and where might they 
lead?

Unearth the blockage
Can we detect blockages 
and ways to deal with 
them?

Examine the arguments
What are the sides to 
different arguments 
involved here?

Take all into account
Have all relevant issues 
and factors been taken 
into account?

Backtrack to go forward
How can we fill in the gaps 
between where we are 
and where we want to be?

Challenge ideas
Is it desirable and how well 
would it work?

Brainstorm for inspiration
What comes to mind
and how might it remove 
blockages?

Get it right
Are things going alright 
and should we leave them 
alone?

Make comparisons
What are the similarities 
and differences in this 
context?

Stop to consolidate
Is more time needed 
before moving forward?

Get organised
What’s the best way to see 
that tasks get done well?

Avoid blind alleys
Are there other ideas, 
actions and positions 
worth considering?

Consider different  angles
What is positive and 
negative and what are the 
possibilities?

Determine its worth
Can the worth of the ideas 
and actions be pinpointed?

Identify the driving forces
What is key in terms of 
ideas, actions and people?

Sort out goals
What precisely are we 
trying to do and how can it 
be done?

Have clear purposes
What needs to be done 
and why?

Search for alternatives
What else could be 
considered and how might 
it be used?

Find all possibilities
If we suspend judgement 
could other ideas and 
possibilities open up ?

Assess contradictions
What seems right and 
what is getting in the way 
of what is intended?

Troubleshoot difficulties
Can difficulties and faults 
be identified or predicted?

Determine priorities
What is more or less 
important here?

Find new combinations
What can be combined to 
create something different 
or ‘new’

Do it better
How might the ideas and 
actions be refined or 
improved?

Guess the solution
Can we guess what to do 
or what might happen?

Resolve conflicts
What’s conflicting here 
and how could the
difficulties  be addressed?

Situated 
questions

3rd  order  
questions

http://www.saorcloclearning.org/
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Connected questions  centred around place and time

Connected questions
Generative, focused and situated questions can  be thought of three interconnected  and 

interdependent layers

They are centred around time  and place.  There are at least  four aspects to time and place.
 What is  - the present
 What was  - the past
 What could be – the possibilities
 What will be – the future

The process of moving from one of these  aspects to another is iterative, 
not lock-step. 

The pattern  of movement depends on-
 the purposes embodied in a particular inquiry, and
 the stage that inquiry has reached

Three 
connected 
layers of 

questions

in
time and place

http://www.saorcloclearning.org/
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Generative 
question(s)

1st order

Divergent 
Questions

2nd order
Targeted

Questions
2nd order

Contextualised 
Questions

2nd order

Present 
focus

What is?

Possibilities 
focus

What could be?

Future 
focus

What will be?

Past 
focus

What was?

Convergent 
questions

2nd order
Situated 

Questions
3rd orderConnected 

questions
In 

time and  place
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Melvin Freestone
WWW.saorcloclearning.org/
melvinfreestone@gmail.com

12

Generative questions and ‘big ideas’ 
A template of possibilities

Here is a template of generic possibilities that can be applied -
 To different areas of human endeavour and experience
 To different stages within inquiries, projects and tasks
 To diverse purposes, interests and motivations for inquiry

The possibilities only have ‘real’ meaning when translated into the context of 
particular challenges and tasks

A 

diverse 
range 

of 
possibilities

for inquiry

Next slide

Table of generic possibilities
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Where is the ethical 
reasoning?

ETHICAL

How is aesthetic 
sense manifest?

AESTHETIC

Who might be 
responsible?

RESPONSIBILITY

What is the role of 
place here?

PLACE

What is it
Like?

FORM

How does it 
work?

FUNCTION

Morality
Justification
Consequences
Judgements
Equities
Beliefs
Traditions
Reasoning
Impacts
Rightness
Values
Rights

Appeal
Design
Format
Harmony
Dissonance
Effect
Image
Performance
Movement
Quality
Style
Interpretation

Citizenship
Justice
Initiatives
Personal
Preferences
Collective
Decisions
Personalities
Opinions
Prejudices
Participation
Rights

Contexts
Circumstances
Locations
Sites
Infrastructures
Cultures
Backgrounds
Interactions
Features
Resources
Factors
Histories

Performances
Parts
Designs
Structures
Purposes
Improvements
Holistics
Comparisons
Interrelationships
Properties
Modifications
Configurations

Behaviours
Operations
Mechanisms
Roles
Systems
Sequences
Reactions
Energies
Benefits/outcomes
Inter-operablies
Interdependencies
Effectiveness

How is it connected it 
other things?

CONNECTION

Why is it like
it is?

CAUSATION

What could 
innovation add?

INNOVATION

How is it
Changing?

CHANGE

How do ideas and 
actions echo lived

experience? LIVED

How is the thinking 
evolving?

THINKING

Systems
Relationships
Networks
Interactions
Interdependence
Equilibrium
Sustainability
Control
Opportunities
Contexts
Motivations
Priorities

Consequences
Impacts
Effects
Factors
Relationships
Forces
Layers
Patterns
Outcomes
Contexts
Appropriateness
Motivations

Alternative
Innovation
Pragmatic
Resources
Prototype
Originality
Design
Capability
Collaboration
Experimentation
Creativity
Flexibility

Factors
Movements
Developments
Sequences
Cycles
Transformations
Patterns
Trends
Strategies
Influences
Drivers
Dynamics

Connectedness
Opportunity
Differences
Work
Recreation
Collaboration
Resources
Materialism
Lifestyles
Class
Culture
Technology

Creative - Critical
Collaborative
Blockages
Ownership
Emotional
Reflections
Issues
Tensions
Contradictions
Processes
Imaginative
Alternatives
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A 

generic 
listing

of
possibilities for 

inquiry
(indicative only)

http://www.saorcloclearning.org/


Generative 
questions can 

become 

more 
sophisticated 

with 
experience

Experience creates the-

 Context
 Referents
 Substance
 Depth
 Breadth
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Generative 

questions

Indicative examples – many others could be identified

OBSERVATIONS EXPLANATIONS INTERRELATIONSHIPS EXTRAPOLATIONS

Where is the 

ethical reasoning?

The worth of ‘things’ and the values behind 

them can be identified, described, 

respected and appreciated

Values, cultures and backgrounds affect 

own and other people’s thinking, behaviour 

and self-image 

Views of worth and different ways of acting 

reflect values, beliefs, customs, traditions 

and intentions

Respecting values, beliefs and ways of 

acting in different communities aids 

understanding and respect 

How is aesthetic 

sense manifest

Aesthetic values, images, structures and 

practices can be described and appreciated 

for their effect, impact and insight

Aesthetic considerations are reflected in 

the intentions. designs, ideas and actions 

people generate in all areas of experience

Human systems, processes, artistic 

activities and artefacts reflect aesthetic 

designs, concepts and practices

Aesthetic values, concepts and practices 

contribute to creating designs and artefacts 

with desired and desirable outcomes

Who might be 

responsible?

Personal actions by individuals and actions 

by groups affect how other people think, 

act and feel at the time and afterwards

Personal and collective choices can have 

positive and negative effects on people, 

communities and environments

Informed and balanced - choices, decisions, 

judgements and actions - require access to 

reliable information and considered ideas

The principles behind balanced judgements 

need to be adjusted to meet prevailing 

contexts, cultures, and environments

What is the role of 

place here?

Location as well as physical and social 

environments affect how people  live and 

shape  their aspirations  for the future

Places in which people live affects how they 

are able to live, and how they see future 

possibilities and opportunities

People and communities can be inspired or 

constrained by the conditions they face or 

those existing through historical time

Location, history and space as well as 

human and physical resources affect how 

individuals and communities live and work

What is it like?

The features of ‘things’ in communities and 

environments can be observed with 

differences recorded and quantified

Understanding the features of parts and 

structures, and the purposes for their use, 

helps explain how systems operate

Seeing connections between structures, 

mechanisms and interacting elements helps 

explain operations and consequences

Deep understandings of form, structure, 

dynamics, interactions & interdependence 

can be applied to changing or new contexts

How does it work?

How different ‘things’ in the natural and 

constructed world work together as 

systems can be investigated and monitored

The interactions within ‘things’ and in 

complex systems can be explained, 

monitored and sequenced over time

Understanding interactions, sequences and 

mechanisms helps to predict outcomes, 

performance, and improvements

Innovative changes to systems and creation 

of new ones flow from an understanding 

theories, principles and dynamics

How is it connected 

to other things?

The connections between ‘things’ in 

communities and environments can be 

identified, mapped and monitored 

The way ‘things’ are inter-connected 

explains their dependent relationships, 

performance, impact and value

Understanding interconnections in context 

informs past and present situations and 

reveals ideas for future action

Innovative ideas and insightful decisions 

requires understanding the connectedness 

within and between systems

Why is it like it is?

The consequences of ideas, relationships 

and actions can be observed, recorded, and 

related to a context or a set of contexts

Causes and effects can be explained and 

monitored with predictions made about 

likely consequences with specific contexts

Understanding cause & effect relationships 

reveals ways to intervene and make 

‘adjustments’ to enhance outcomes

‘Cause & effect’ relationships in systems 

explain performance and reveal ways to 

modify designs as well as create new ones

What could 

innovation add?

Different ideas and ways of doing ‘things’ in 

the social and physical worlds are often 

needed to invent solutions to challenges 

Different innovations and ongoing 

adaptations have different benefits and 

implications in particular situations 

Through innovation processes of ideas and 

actions can be adjusted, adapted and 

redesigned, and where necessary created

Innovation focuses on alternative ideas and 

creative ways of doing things in response to 

challenges and changing conditions

How is it changing?

Change can be observed and examined 

from different viewpoints as well as 

described, monitored and quantified

Change, and its origins, in different 

situations and environments is manifest in 

physical & social effects, and their impacts 

The ways factors, elements and resources 

combine enables predictions of likely 

consequences and impacts to be made

The nature and magnitude of change 

processes, together with reasons for them, 

vary in different contexts and conditions

How do ideas and 

actions echo lived 

experience?

Personal and group experiences are 

reflected in current ideas and actions as 

well as perspectives for the future

Present and past actions by individuals and 

groups reflect their experiences as well as 

the traditions and values they encounter

The ideas/values/aspirations people hold 

reflect their direct experience as well as 

that created by or handed down by others

Time, circumstance and opportunity are 

echoed in our ideas and actions, and in our 

desires and aspirations for the future

How is the thinking 

evolving?

Own thinking and that of others evolves 

over time and in response to challenges  

different views and emerging conditions 

Different ideas as well as new ones emerge 

from a mixture of analysing experiences 

and imaginative thinking ‘outside the 

square’ 

Our thoughts ideas, values, traditions, and 

aspirations grow continually in response to 

new ideas, perceptions and experiences

Patterns in how our ideas and actions have 

evolved reveal the processes we have used 

and how they might be improved/changed

http://www.saorcloclearning.org/
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The teamwork required mirrors life outside school.

For learners 
Collaboration is important part of inquiry based learning. 
Three elements revolve around the questions posed

For teachers
Collaboration helps teachers plan and develop learning 
programs.  It also clarifies ways of operating with learners.  

Clarifying
understanding 

goals

Designing
inquiries  

exploratory, 
guided and 
culminating

Sharing and 
Building 

resources

Determining
assessment 

and evidence 
collection 
processes

Selecting
generative 

questions as 
through-lines

The ‘cycle’ is an iterative process.  It does not occur in 
lock-step. 

INQUIRY 
QUESTIONS
Generative

Focused
Situated

Thinking

DoingReflecting

INQUIRY 
QUESTIONS
Generative

Focused
Situated

Questions foster collaboration in learning
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Generative, focused 
and situated 
questions are 

multi-functional.

They can be applied to 
broad inquiries and those 
that target the 
development of particular 
capabilities.

The development of 
deep understandings 
and capabilities are  a 
mutually supportive 
partnership.  The one 
supports the other. 

Wherever possible or 
practicable, they are 
best developed in 
tandem.  

Mutually supportive
partnership

They promote development of 

Capabilities
 Specific knowledge and skills
 Targeted learning
 Narrow focus
 Autonomous studies
 Continuous development

They promote development of

Deep Understandings
 Broad in scope
 Trans-disciplinary
 Multiple contexts
 Integrated learning
 Modular studies

Questions
walk on
two-legs

Mutually supportive
partnership

http://www.saorcloclearning.org/


Generative questions

How is it changing? 
Why is it like it is? 

An example for discussion - Australia Past, Present and Future Study

Exploratory inquiry
How might these generative 
questions shape our inquiry? 
 Teacher led circle time conversation.

What is key in terms of ideas, actions 
and people in Australia? 
 Brainstorm and board ‘findings’ on the 

class ‘thinking wall’.
 In small groups talk about areas of 

personal interest for further study.

What might  be some relevant 
sources of information? 
 Research different sources on the 

Internet and in the library
 Add  details of ‘sources’ on  strips to the 

‘thinking wall’.

Guided inquiry
In what ways have significant events affected 
Australian history  and cultural identity? 
 Whole  group discussion and synthesis.
 Each learner to choose  a significant event for further 

study.
 Consider ‘big ideas’ like  - sustainability, identity, 

systems and diversity in relation to chosen event.
 Require learners to select  and use graphic organisers

for displaying information and writing up projects.

In what ways have things changed and why did 
they happen? 
 Round table discussion in groups to identify and share 

key features.
 Draw out the impact and influence of historical events 

on how systems and life have evolved in  Australia.
 Present group ‘findings’ and ‘opinions’ to whole class 

group.

Is the impact of  the event you have studied 
socially, culturally and environmentally reasonable 
and responsible? 
 Incorporate your views in the write up and presentation 

of your project

Culminating performances
Create a fictitious ‘event’ in Australia which 
will become a historical event over time.
 Can you predict its impact? 
 How might its worth be described? 
 Have you taken all the relevant issues into 

account

Present an analytical report in relation to 
past, present and future possibilities.
 What could be the key changes and why might 

they happen? 
 What does your inquiry and the knowledge 

gained from it tell you? 
 Are the assumptions you have made about what 

might happen reasonable in the next 50 years? 

Learning goals – To develop an understanding of-

How the past helps us make sense of the present and predict 
the future
How to identify, collect and analyse information
Significant events and people in our history
Possibilities for future growth and development 

Valued features for assessment

Posing questions
Researching ideas and information

Thinking critically and creatively
Reflecting on insights and metacognition

Communicating thoughts and feelings

Building on learners’ 
previous experience, needs, 

interests and understandings
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Generative questions

How does it work? 
Where is the ethical reasoning?

An example for discussion - Percentage values in the real world

Exploratory inquiry
How might these generative 
questions shape our inquiry? 
 Teacher led circle time conversation.

How does the concept of percentage 
work? 
 Explore with the aid of counters 

increasing numbers by percentage 
amounts

 Use a 100 number square to plot 
percentage ‘ingredients’ in different 
supermarket items, in views from 
opinion poles, sports data…

 Explore increasing /decreasing 
percentage values in 10s

Guided inquiry
In what ways could percentage be used to analyse
data? 
 In table groups design and implement a survey of student 

opinion in relation to (for example) – sports preferences, 
food preferences, TV programs watched, Internet apps…

 Calculate percentage values and report ‘findings’ on the 
class ‘thinking wall’

In what ways do ethical principles impact on 
reporting percentage values 
 Draw graphs on axes with different intervals and discuss  

possible effects on their interpretation 
 Take the same data and display it in different graphical 

forms  - linear, circular , pie…
 Identify the ethical issues involved

Might it be possible to predict chance events? 
 Throw dice and record  ‘outcomes’ over multiple throws
 Calculate percentage occurrences from your throws
 Predict what will happen in  a given number of throws 

and assess the accuracy of your proposition

Culminating performances
Investigate one month’s weather data to 
determine percentage occurrences of 
temperature, rainfall, humidity, sunshine …
 What would be your advise to visitors based on 

this data? 
 What seems right and what seems uncertain in 

your advice? 
 To what extent is the information reliable? 

Construct a set of ethical principles to 
guide the application of percentage in 
everyday life

 What are the key issues and how do they connect 
to everyday life? 

 What is positive and negative about the principles 
you have devised?

Learning goals – To develop an understanding of-

How percentage is calculated and show competence in doing it
The uses of percentage in everyday day life
The importance of ethical principles in reporting percentage 
data in different forms and for different audiences
How explanations of percentage data can differ

Valued features for assessment

Posing questions
Researching ideas and information

Thinking critically and creatively
Reflecting on insights and metacognition

Communicating thoughts and feelings
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Building on learners’ 
previous experience, needs, 

interests and understandings

http://www.saorcloclearning.org/


 

Verbal/linguistic 

Logical mathematical 

Visual spatial 

Musical 

Bodily kinaesthetic 

Interpersonal 

Intrapersonal 

Naturalistic 

Empathetic 
intelligence

Logic smart

Body smart

Word smart

Picture smart

People smart

Music smart

Eco smart

Self smart

Questions promote imaginative thinking across all 
fields of intelligence

Word smart 
learners

Like to – Read.  Write.  Tell stories. Explore meaning.

Logic smart 
learners

Like to – Experiment.  Figure things out.  Work with numbers.  Query.

Picture smart 
learners

Like to – View pictures/slides.  Watch movies.  Play with machines..

Music smart 
learners

Like to – Sing/hum/listen.  Play instruments.  Respond to music..

Body smart 
learners

Like to – Move around.  Touch and talk.  Use body language.

People smart 
learners

Like to – Have lots of friends.  Talk to people.  Join groups.

Self smart 
learners

Like to – Work alone.  Pursue own interests. Independent

Eco smart 
learners

Like to – Observe things.  Recognise things.  Analyse things.

Empathic intelligence draws on each of these intelligences

Learners have-
 Individual profiles of performance across the range of intelligence
 Personal preferences across the range of intelligence
 Characteristic styles of learning that reflect their individual profiles
 Gravitate towards preferred styles/modes/spaces for learning
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‘Established’ fields of intelligence 
include -

Individual learners and groups of learners 
respond to questions in ways that reflect 
their capabilities, interests and aptitudes 
across the range of intelligences. 
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