"Four Criteria for Questions"
developed by Peter Feinsinger and colleagues
[image: http://www.caryinstitute.org/syefest/images/vfern.gif]1. Questions should be answerable within a reasonable time limit, which can be specified as part of the inquiry activity. Questions such as "how?", "which?", "how many?", and "where" are likely to be answerable. In contrast, "why?" questions, while often more beguiling (and initially more natural to adults and schoolchildren alike), are rarely answerable directly through hands-on investigation. Instead, "why?" questions constitute the core of the reflection phase; they provide 'BIG PICTURE' motivation for answerable questions and are the key to generating additional inquiries (see Diagram of Inquiry). "Why?" questions often can be made answerable simply by dropping the "Why" but keeping the rest of the question.

2. Questions should be comparative, and the comparison should have some meaningful basis or general context involving (1) common sense and logic or (2) some prior inkling of general concepts leading one to expect the comparison to be of interest. A comparative question forces the inquirer to think about the rationale for framing it in that way (i.e., to specify the context in which the comparison is made) and leads to reflection (how do the results of the comparison relate to the general concept/context/chain of reasoning?). Non-comparative questions often are dead ends. Furthermore, even at the elementary school level a comparative question leads inquirers to think about study design, sampling, replication, the concept of a "fair test" - in short, the foundation for statistical inference.

3. Questions should be somewhat tantalizing; that is, they must involve neither an overly obvious, predetermined answer nor an overly tedious procedure. A question that otherwise complies with guidelines 1 and 2 could still be ineffective if (1) the answer is obvious or predictable at the outset, clearly signaling to the inquirers that they're just doing busy work; or (2) the answer is not obvious but the tedium of the data collecting necessary to answer the question far overwhelms the thrill for the chase and the potential for reflective learning.

4. Questions should avoid jargon and avoid any technology more sophisticated than materials commonly (and cheaply) accessible to school teachers and small children - nothing more sophisticated than paper, pencils, rulers, kitchen pots and pans and strainers, cheap fabric, string, rubber bands and markers. Forceps and magnifiers are borderline. Examples of scientific jargon not encouraged include Latin names of organisms and formal terms from ecological science (e.g., niche, eutrophication). If the question cannot be expressed in everyday language, it might not be worth pursuing.
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