The Question Formulation Technique (QFT) is a structured, teachable method that trains students to generate, improve, and strategically use their own questions. In practice, it shifts a classroom from “teacher asks, students answer” to “students ask, then investigate,” without turning into free-for-all curiosity. The power of QFT is that it makes questioning a skill—not a personality trait reserved for confident students.
It was developed by the Right Question Institute and is used across subjects and grade levels because it’s simple, repeatable, and reliably increases student ownership of learning.

What QFT does (the real point)
Most students have questions, but they’ve learned school often rewards:
· guessing what the teacher wants,
· staying “safe,”
· avoiding “wrong” questions,
· and treating confusion as failure.
QFT reverses that. It teaches students that:
· questions can be produced in quantity,
· improved with specific moves,
· and selected for purpose (research, discussion, debate, writing).
In other words: it builds the habit of inquiry and the discipline to use inquiry well.

The core structure of QFT
QFT has four main phases. The teacher’s role is to set up the process and protect the rules. Students do most of the intellectual work.
1) Teacher provides a Question Focus (QFocus)
A QFocus is a prompt designed to provoke questions. It is usually:
· a short statement, image, quote, data snippet, or scenario,
· not a question itself,
· and “rich” enough to generate multiple interpretations.
Examples:
· “The ability to argue well is a form of power.”
· A photo of a segregated water fountain
· A graph showing income inequality over time
A good QFocus is slightly uncomfortable—it creates productive uncertainty.

2) Students generate questions (with strict rules)
Students work individually first or in small groups. They follow four rules:
1. Ask as many questions as you can.
2. Do not stop to answer, judge, or discuss.
3. Write down every question exactly as stated.
4. Change any statements into questions.
Those rules matter more than they seem. They stop higher-status students from dominating, stop premature “debate,” and create psychological safety for imperfect questions.
This phase is divergent thinking: quantity first.

3) Students improve their questions
Now students analyze and revise what they produced. The classic move is sorting questions into:
· Closed-ended: can be answered with “yes/no” or a single fact
Example: “Was the debate in 1935?”
· Open-ended: require explanation, reasoning, or interpretation
Example: “How did segregation shape who could speak publicly?”
Then students practice converting:
· a closed question → open (to deepen thinking), and
· an open question → closed (to make it researchable/testable).
This is the hidden genius of QFT: it teaches students that question types are tools, not labels.
This phase is metacognition: students learn how their questions work.

4) Students prioritize questions for a purpose
Students choose a small set of questions (often 3) and justify why those are best for the next task, such as:
· research,
· a seminar discussion,
· a debate resolution,
· a thesis statement,
· or a writing prompt.
This is where QFT becomes academically serious: students move from curiosity to strategy.

What happens after QFT (the part people forget)
QFT is not “the lesson.” It’s the engine that powers the next lesson.
After prioritizing, students use questions to:
· design research paths,
· set up inquiry stations,
· frame claims for argumentative writing,
· build debate cases,
· or create their own exam questions.
If QFT stops at “generate questions,” it becomes performative. The instructional payoff is when students pursue and apply the questions.

Why QFT works (in educator language)
QFT reliably improves:
· student agency (they own the inquiry),
· academic language (questions demand precision),
· deeper comprehension (they read/view to answer their questions),
· equity (all students generate questions before status dynamics kick in),
· formative assessment (their questions show what they understand and what they’re missing).
It also helps teachers avoid the trap of “rigor = harder tasks.” QFT creates rigor by making students do the intellectual work of framing problems.

What QFT looks like in a film lesson (like The Great Debaters)
· QFocus: “In an unjust society, words can be dangerous.”
· Students generate questions before viewing.
· During viewing, they add new questions as their understanding changes.
· After viewing, they prioritize questions for:
· a blog post (“Answer one question with film + article evidence”),
· or a debate (“Turn one question into a resolution”).
That’s authentic inquiry: questions evolve with evidence.

Common pitfalls (and how to avoid them)
1. Teacher answers questions immediately.
Fix: Treat questions as data. “We’ll return to these.”
2. Students debate during question generation.
Fix: Enforce the no-discussion rule strictly.
3. The QFocus is too narrow or too obvious.
Fix: Use an arguable statement, ambiguous image, or surprising data point.
4. No follow-through.
Fix: Build the next task so success requires using the prioritized questions.

A strong opinion (since you asked for one)
QFT is one of the most practical “student-centered” strategies because it’s structured. Many inquiry approaches fail because they confuse freedom with learning. QFT does the opposite: it gives students constraints that produce better thinking. The technique isn’t about letting students “ask whatever.” It’s about teaching them to ask questions that are worth pursuing—and then using those questions to drive serious academic work.

