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“Waipio” by paul bica on Flickr. CC-BY-2.0. http://flickr.com/photos/dexxus/5652914929




How I Spent My Spring Break


https://blogs.ksbe.edu/kapalamafoodandnutritionservices/




Authentic 
student 

questions vs. 
teacher-

directed ones 



Open-ended 
conclusions vs. 
uniform results 




Critical thinking 
and 

comprehension 
vs. 

regurgitation


Synthesis vs. 
summary


CCoorree  SSiiggnnaallss  tthhaatt  IInnqquuiirryy  iiss  GGooiinngg  OOnn



Context




The Goal: Successful Authentic 
Inquiry with Young Learners




Lack of 
robust 

resources at 
a kid-

friendly level


Ambitious 
questions


Unresolved tension in the profession




One Possibility: 
Invite young 
learners to 
interview 
experts.


Learn personal 
history.


Gain technical. 
Details, how-

tos.


Gain first-hand 
observations 

or experience.


Get the 
expert’s bird’s-
eye view of a 

profession, 
issue, 

challenge, etc.


Get answers 
geared toward 

kids, in kid-
friendly 

language


Collect data/
information 
quickly and 
efficiently.




1. Help students stay centered on the purpose of the 
interview. 




2. Construct open-ended (green light) 
questions that move toward getting 

information that will inform the 
purpose.


creative commons licensed (BY-NC-SA) flickr photo by @Doug88888: 
http://flickr.com/photos/doug88888/4687906267




RReedd  LLiigghhtt  QQuueessttiioonnss  
(Levitov; Truesdell;  Fontichiaro & Johnson, et al)



  STOP research from going further 



  Require a single factual answer 



  Often start with wwhhoo,,  wwhhaatt,,  wwhheerree,,  wwhheenn,,  hhooww  mmaannyy


  Who was your mom?

  What did your family say when you joined the Army?

  Where did you get married?

  When did you graduate from high school?

  How many people came to your bar mitzvah? 



  Red light questions aren’t banned, but they should be 
partnered with green light questions as follow-ups so 
you end up with rich interview data.




GGrreeeenn  LLiigghhtt  QQuueessttiioonnss  
(Levitov; Truesdell;  Fontichiaro & Johnson, et al)



  May require collection and synthesis of 
information 



  May have words in them like wwhhyy  or 
hhooww


–  WWhhyy  ddiidd  yyoouu  ddeecciiddee  ttoo  bbeeccoommee  aa  nnuurrssee??


–  HHooww  ddoo  yyoouu  ffeeeell  aabboouutt  yyoouurr  ttiimmee  iinn  tthhee  

mmiilliittaarryy??  





Alternative: Prompt them to step 
back into a specific incident to 

avoid generalizations.


  “Tell me about the last time you …”

  “Think back to the day you …”


(Beyer & Holtzblatt 1998)




3. Organize list 
of questions by 
theme so kids 
can find their 
way quickly 
back to their 
questions as 
new thinking 
emerges.




4. Practice. 
Encourage students 
to go off-roading, 
probe for details,  
follow the 
interviewee’s lead. 
 
Said differently:  
Practice  
“Yes, And.”




5. Ask to see artifacts.
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6. Take paper notes and make an audio 
recording as a back-up. No laptop screens! 
(Beyer & Holtzblatt 1998)
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Not just for elementary kids!




StoryCorps.org/great-questions




Veterans History Project (LC)




Your Turn


  Choose an interview question or make up 
one of your own. 

– Tell me about the last time you ordered books.

– What was one of your best memories of living 

in Hawai’i? Tell me more about it. 

– What was 9/11 like for you?


  Plan at least one open-ended follow-up.

  Pick a partner. Take turns interviewing each 
other (2 min per interview)




What did you learn?
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Questions? 
 
Kristin Fontichiaro 
font@umich.edu 
@activelearning 
Slides: http://bit.ly/fontblog



