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	Whether they are called “essential,” “focus,” or “driving” questions, many teachers find unifying queries to be useful organizers for project work. These materials were developed by the Buck Institute for Education, a nationally recognized leader in PBL instruction and training materials.


The key question is what makes a project intriguing, complex, and problematic. Although typical classroom assignments like story problems and essays pose questions that students must answer, a key question is more complex: it requires multiple activities and the synthesis of different types of information before it can be answered. A key question brings coherence to disparate project activities. In addition, a key question promotes student interest and propels students toward the project’s goals and objectives. Although it is usually easier to focus students’ attention on a single question, some topics will require multiple key questions.

When writing a key question, there are a number of things to keep in mind:

· Key questions are provocative. They must sustain students’ interest during the project and challenge students to go beyond superficialities.

· Key questions are open-ended. They do not lead to easy answers. Instead, key questions engage students in higher-level thinking and require them to integrate, synthesize, and critically evaluate information.

· Key questions go to the heart of a discipline or topic. They can focus on controversies central to a field and debated by the experts within them.

· Key questions are challenging. They encourage students to confront difficult issues and try out unfamiliar behaviors.

A 12th grade history teacher developed a project to address national standards associated with conflict and revolution as well as historical inquiry. One of the key questions for the project was “When are people justified in revolting against an established government?” Students studied revolutions and revolutionary movements in Central America, Russia, Spain, and Africa looking for common patterns and principles.

A Vermont science teacher wanted her students to understand how rocks are formed and to learn about the sources, properties, and mineral compositions of indigenous Vermont rocks. She created a project by asking students: “How could we build a new community center using only materials that are native to the state?” This key question focused students’ attention on identifying the structural elements and features of a community center and evaluating the strength and durability of natural and manufactured materials available in the state. More importantly, this key question led students to make careful decisions about why, for example, slate is appropriate for roofs, but not for playgrounds.

· Key questions arise from real world situations and problems that students find interesting. They encourage students to pay more attention to the world around them and become involved in concerns that affect their community and society in general.

· Key questions are consistent with curricular standards and frameworks. It is not enough for a question to be provocative. It must also lead students to master the agreed upon skills, knowledge, and processes that define a course of study.

· Key questions must be feasible. They must be conceived with an eye toward available resources and student skills.

Idea Bank: Refining Key questions

	INITIAL KEY QUESTION
	IMPROVED KEY QUESTION

	What is radiation fog and how can it be dangerous? 

Good beginning. The question requires students to focus on central scientific principles.
	How can we reduce traffic accidents associated with radiation fog? Good expansion. Students will still have to understand the principles of radiation fog. In addition, they will have to apply this understanding to generate solutions.

	What have been the most popular 20th Century novels among teenagers? 

Good beginning. The question integrates the curriculum topics of genres, plots, and characters in a way that teenagers might find appealing.
	What instructions would you give a computer so it could create a book combining the plot features, characters, and genre features popular with teenagers in the 20th Century? 

Good reframing. This question covers the same content as the initial question, but adds a generative and challenging culminating activity.

	What is global warming? 

Good beginning. The topic is central to both the earth science curriculum and current events.
	Should we be worried about global warming in our town? This rewording brings the Key question home. With this statement, students can anchor their investigations in local geography, climate, and ecosystems.

	Was Truman’s decision to drop the bomb justified? 

Powerful question. It forces student to confront the dilemmas and consequences of war. Students will not only learn history, but will also learn about issues that remain relevant today.
	Can the use of nuclear weapons be justified? Broadening the question increases its power. The project can now focus on a number of different decisions about the use of nuclear force, require students to compare these situations, and lead students to develop and justify their own decision criteria.

	What does it mean to live at a subsistence level? 

Good beginning. This key question focuses on a central concept and prompts students to learn about poverty, survival, and economic development.
	Could my family live at a “subsistence level”? 

A better wording for the question. Students will learn about poverty, survival, and economic development, but will now be required to apply what they have learned to their own family and daily life.

	How has robotics and automation changed our society in the past century? 

Good question. The question prompts students to learn about economics and automation, and it also leads students to apply what they have learned.
	How might robotics and automation change our town and its businesses in the next century? 

A better question. Students will probably learn how society has changed to date from automation and robotics. They might also learn about anticipated technological changes and their possible effects, and they are sure to find this project more engaging because it is relevant to their present and future lives.

	What happened to the Anasazi? Create an exhibit using words and pictures. 

Good question. The question prompts students to learn what life was like in pre-Columbian America and appeals to their interest in mysterious phenomenon.
	Why did the Anasazi/Inca/Aztec civilizations disappear? Put together a presentation that supports our case suitable for an archeology convention. A better question. The use of multiple civilizations may increase students’ learning of pre-Columbian civilizations as well as increase the breadth of their explanations. Making them work towards a professional presentation may increase their sense of authenticity and realism.
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