Functions of Teacher Questions:
1. Check for Understanding
2. To create active engagement, and or to reinforce a correct response.
3. To promote thinking.

To check for understanding, to generate active participation, and/or to reinforce a correct response, a
traditional (Teacher A) way to structure the interaction in a classroom is the familiar Teacher-Student
Question-Answer. The teacher asks a question of the class and
students who know the answer wave their hands, hoping the teacher
will call on them. The teacher then calls on one student, and that
student gives an answer, hoping for approval from the teacher. For
example, the teacher may ask, “What is a good adjective to describe
the main character in the story?” For questions that have more than
one right answer, the teacher may call on several students, one after
another.
What is remarkable about this traditional
way of structuring the interaction in classrooms is that we can go almost anywhere in the
world and/or go back in time several centuries in almost any country and observe these
approaches to instruction operating almost unchanged. While the world advanced
through the agricultural, industrial, and information revolutions, schools failed to
advance through instructional revolutions.
As an alternative way to structuring the interaction between students in classrooms let’s consider using
one of over 200 Kagan Structures and look at their advantages over the traditional approaches.
Kagan Structures are fresh, creative, easy to implement and enjoyable methods that enliven the classroom
and greatly enhance learning. Here we focus on just three of the more than 200 Kagan Structures:
RallyRobin, Timed Pair Share, and Sage-N-Scribe.
Answering Teacher Generated Questions:
RallyRobin. Let’s take the example of the teacher who wants the students to think of
adjectives to describe a character in a story. Instead of calling on one student after another, each
to name one adjective, the teacher could use RallyRobin. The teacher would have students form
pairs and then say, “Turn to your partner and do a RallyRobin: Take turns naming adjectives to describe the
main character.” Partners then take turns naming adjectives. Advantages of RallyRobin. In the same amount
of time that the traditional teacher can call on and respond to at most four students in the class, each giving
one answer, by using RallyRobin the teacher has every student in the class give many answers! Compared to
the traditional approach, RallyRobin works miracles for active participation. Would we rather have four
students think of and give one answer each, or would we rather have every student in the class think of and
verbalise several answers? If our goal is to have students think of many possible answers to a question, in
effect, to generate an oral list, RallyRobin accomplishes the goal far better than does Teacher-Student
Question-Answer. Younger students might do a RallyRobin to name colours or to create or devise possible
alternative endings to a story. Older students might RallyRobin prime numbers, inert elements, possible
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causes or consequences of an historical event, or literary techniques. Because, like all Kagan Structures,
RallyRobin is content free, it is used at all Key Stages with a very wide range of academic content.
Answering Teacher Generated Questions:
Timed Pair Share. No one structure is best for all types of thinking. If our goal is to have students
elaborate their thinking in depth rather than to generate a list of answers, Timed Pair Share works
far better than RallyRobin. In Timed Pair Share students in pairs each speak for a predetermined
amount of time, usually for a minute. Their partner gives them undivided, uninterrupted
attention. Sample content for Timed Pair Share includes: Tell your partner about the picture you plan to
draw. What are three alternative hypotheses that could explain your data, and which do you think is the best?
Which adjective do you think best describes the main character and why? Explain what you think were the
most import consequences of World War II? What is one literary technique you plan to use in your story and
how will you use it? Advantages of Timed Pair Share. As with RallyRobin, during Timed Pair Share, in
the same amount of time we might call on and respond to two or three students, each sharing for a minute, we
have every student in the class share for a minute. Again, we generate a miracle of active engagement.
Because students are talking directly to a partner, they are far less likely to tune out compared to when they
are looking at the back of the head of someone responding to the teacher. Through Timed Pair Share
students learn to listen attentively to a peer, acquiring active listening skills such as eye contact, and showing
interest. The advantages of RallyRobin and Timed Pair Share, however, are not limited to increasing active
participation. There are many advantages. By using these active engagement structures, students who do not
participate in the traditional classroom become engaged. Many students are too shy, find it too risky, or are
too limited in their language fluency so will not raise their hand to answer in front of the whole class. Those
same students are quite comfortable and become fluent interacting with just one other student. In each class,
isn’t it always the same handful of students with their hands waving to be called on, and another subset of
students who never raise their hands? With RallyRobin everyone participates, not just the high achievers.
How we structure our classrooms communicates values. The meta-communication from teacher to
students with the traditional class structure of calling on those who know is that some know and some do not.
Some are better than others. My job as a teacher is to evaluate. There is a very different meta-communication
with RallyRobin and Timed Pair Share: We all have ideas of value to share. My job as a teacher is to allow
you to express and elaborate your thinking. We are all part of a community of thinkers and learners.
The identity and self-esteem of students improves in classrooms in which RallyRobin and Timed Pair
Share are used. With the traditional structure, we create winners and losers, some who know and some who
do not. Those who don’t raise their hands leave class feeling inferior to those who always know the answer.
The message: Some of us are better than others. With RallyRobin and Timed Pair Share there is a very
different message: We all have important contributions to make. With the interactive structures we equalise
status and students all leave class with a feeling of worth.
Students develop social skills during RallyRobin and Timed Pair Share that they do not acquire in the
traditional class. They learn to listen to and respect their peers. Because everyone responds, not just the high
achievers, the meta-communication in the class is everyone has unique contributions of value, not just the
high achievers. Because during RallyRobin and Timed Pair Share students each turn to face a partner, talking
directly to them, they hold each other on task. Their level of engagement increases dramatically. Students do
not come to school to see us! With interactive structures, students get to do what most want to do—interact
with their peers. Liking for school, class, and subject matter increase because students are more engaged and
because thinking about the content is within an enjoyable context.
Another advantage of the interactive structures over the traditional approach is authentic assessment.
One reason to have students verbalise their thinking is so we can assess their level of thought. With the
traditional approach, we hear only from the high achievers or those that think they know the answer, so we
sample a highly skewed segment of the class. As students do a RallyRobin or Timed Pair Share, we listen in
to a representative sample of the class obtaining a much better understanding of the level of thinking of our
students. Because RallyRobin and Timed Pair Share are content free instructional strategies, they are
powerful at any Key Stage with any academic content. Foundation Stage students may do a RallyRobin
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naming helpers in the community; older students may do a RallyRobin to review events from their history
chapter.
Functions of Teacher Questions. We ask questions of our classes for a variety of reasons, including:
1) To check for understanding; 2) To create active engagement; and 3) To promote thinking. Regardless of
the function, the interactive structures are far more efficient than the traditional approach of having one
student at a time respond. If we want to check for understanding, we listen in as students respond. In this way
we don’t hear only from the high achievers. The result: a far more representative sample of our class. If our
goal is to create engagement, we are better off having all students respond rather than just a few. The
interactive structures also serve better to foster thinking. If it is a multiple response question and we use the
traditional structure and call on each student to give one response (objects that float, elements that combine
with Oxygen), each student thinks of only one response. In contrast, in RallyRobin each student thinks of
many responses. Further, the traditional structure pushes us to ask brief answer questions because we know a
very lengthy response by one student will result in boredom and disengagement by many in the class. We end
up playing trivial pursuit. In contrast, if we are using Timed Pair Share, we feel comfortable posing longanswer questions. We are comfortable allowing students to elaborate and articulate their thinking at length,
knowing all students will be engaged.
There is an additional reason teachers may ask a question of the class: The teacher may ask a difficult
question knowing only some of the students know the answer. They may either want to reward those who do
know the answer, or want to have a high-achieving student verbalise a correct response as a model for the
others. In our view, we should not be asking questions for these reasons. We can serve as a better model than
can the student we happen to call on, and what we win in rewarding those who know, we lose in making
others feel inadequate. Asking questions we know many or most students cannot answer creates a subset of
losers in the classroom. They leave class with diminished self-worth and are quite likely to dislike class
content, teacher, or school—or all three!
Practicing Teacher Demonstrated Skills: Sage-N-Scribe. Instead of passing out
worksheets and having students work alone to practice a skill, a teacher can break with
tradition by using a Kagan Structure for active engagement. There are many mastery
structures to choose from, but let’s examine just one— Sage-N-Scribe. Students are seated
in pairs with one worksheet. For the first problem Student A (The Sage) tells Student B
(The Scribe) exactly what to write or do as the Scribe carries out the instructions given by the Sage. The
Scribe may coach if the Sage needs it, and congratulates the Sage upon problem completion. The students
switch roles after each problem so the Scribe becomes the Sage.
Advantages of the Alternative Structure. As simple as this structure is, it has numerous advantages
over having students work alone. Sage-N-Scribe allows guided practice before individual practice. This
ensures students are successful during independent work. Breaking from the traditional solo practice
structure does a great deal more. In the traditional method, students do not get feedback on their work until
the teacher has had time to correct, mark and return their papers. With Sage-N-Scribe, students get immediate
correction opportunities. They cannot practice a whole worksheet wrong. Further, reinforcement is peer
based and students work harder for praise from a peer, than for a mark from the teacher. Peer norms in the
classroom change radically. In the traditional approach when the teacher passes back the marked papers,
there is a negative social comparison process: Who got the best score? Who is up? Who is down? Who beat
whom? Students experience themselves in competition with each other. With Sage-N-Scribe students feel
themselves to be on the same side; the structure creates a community of learners eager to help each other.
Another advantage, of course, is that students are verbalising their thinking. As they verbalise, they listen to
themselves. They become more aware of their own thinking, more focused, and more likely to self-correct.
The structure fosters meta-cognition—thinking about one’s own thinking. At the same time the students
become more aware of the thinking of others. They listen to their peers. Lower achieving students have the
advantage of listening to higher achieving students who model correct ways to approach problems. Students
acquire social skills as they work together to complete their worksheets or problems. Rather than working in
isolation, the students are listening to, coaching, and praising each other. In mixed racial classrooms, race
relations improve dramatically when students work together cooperatively. Research demonstrates they more
often make cross-racial friendship choices, and playground play patterns become more integrated.
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Another of the advantages of interactive structures is that they align instruction with the stimulus
level to which modern students have become accustomed. Not so may years ago, there were no DVDs,
GameBoys, wide screen TVs with multiple channels, iPods, computer games, Wiis, or web based forms of
information and interaction, e.g. Facebook. The teacher was the most exciting thing in our environment. We
listened to the teacher with fixed attention because the teacher was a source of stimulation. Today, the
interest level a teacher can provide pales in comparison to all the other sources of stimulation to which
students are constantly exposed. To have students work alone, for many students today, in their words, is
“just plain boring.” In contrast, interactive structures provide rich stimulation and are more aligned with the
stimulus level today’s students have become accustomed. Students can capture and hold each other’s
attention far better than can problems on a piece of paper to be worked on alone. Today’s students have more
interesting things to do. In essence we are in competition with media, and our best tool in this competitive
game is to create a stimulus rich learning environment. And there is no stimulus more engaging for most
students than other students. Like with RallyRobin, Timed Pair Share and all the other interactive structures,
during Sage- N-Scribe, students are getting to do what they most want to do: Interact with their peers. The
experience of working in an enjoyable context translates to more love of learning. The most common thing
students answer when asked about what they think about working in structures is “It’s fun!” Enrichment, Not
Replacement. Although there are many advantages to adding interactive structures to our instructional
repertoire, those of us advocating structures are not advocating a replacement model. We are not saying,
“Never call on one student and never have students work alone — use interactive structures instead.” Rather,
we are advocating intelligent choice. We want to add to the instructional options available to teachers.
Students need to learn to sit quietly and work alone. They need to respond with their own answers without
interacting. They also need to know how to work with others. By adding interactive structures to our toolbox
of instructional strategies, we enrich the experiences of students, providing a broader set of skills. By asking
the question, “How do I want to structure the interaction in my classroom at this moment?” we are able to
intelligently choose rather than unthinkingly adopt the way of the past. We become more reflective,
sometimes choosing interactive structures and sometimes choosing traditional structures, depending on our
goal.

Empirical Research Results. The advantages of using interactive structures described here are supported by
a great deal of empirical research. Hundreds of research studies show cooperative learning leads to increased
achievement, reduction of the gap between low and high achievers, improved social skills and social
relations, improved ethnic relations, increased self-esteem, and greater liking for teacher, school and
academic content.
Three Fear Factors. Some who have noticed the resistance to change, have blamed teachers,
accusing them of fear of failure, fear of the unknown, unwillingness to admit one does not know everything,
and even laziness. But resistance to change most often comes from legitimate fears from well-intended,
motivated, intelligent teachers. It turns out, though, analysis reveals those fears are unfounded.
Fear Factor 1. Students will share wrong answers. In traditionally structured classrooms, we have the
luxury of hearing (and correcting if necessary) everything that is said. If students answer only to us, we can
correct any misconception they verbalise. It is very discomforting for many teachers to abandon that structure
and adopt new interactive strategies that mean many things will be said that we will never hear. One of the
most common questions asked in Kagan workshops is, “What if students share wrong answers?” Let me
assure you: Wrong answers will be shared! There is no way around it. When we use interactive structures,
some students will verbalise wrong answers that we will never hear and never be able to correct. As
counterintuitive as it seems, though, we still win dramatically in the bargain. Why? Well, which students
have the wrong answers in their heads—the high or low achievers? It is the weaker students who have
misconceptions, and in traditional classrooms it is precisely those students we seldom or never call on. They
simply do not raise their hands. The result: They leave class with their misconceptions uncorrected! When we
introduce interactive structures, all students verbalise their ideas and their ideas then become subject to
correction opportunities. We set up a norm in the classroom: If anyone hears an answer that they are not
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certain is correct, we stop and check it out. Because we have heterogeneous teams, low achievers are
interacting with higher achievers, increasing the probability of correction opportunities. When we use
interactive strategies, not all wrong answers are corrected, but a much higher percentage of wrong answers
are corrected than when we use traditional strategies. When we use traditional methods, most wrong answers
are never verbalised, so go uncorrected.
Fear Factor 2. Students will get off task. The second fear factor is that if we cannot hear all that
students say in our class, students will get off task. Again, let me assure you: Students will get off task! But
again, we win in the bargain. How is this possible? In the traditional classroom, students are called on one at
a time. This means that only one student is verbalising and the other students are relatively inactive. While
looking at the back of the head of a student answering the teacher, many students find more interesting things
to think about than the answer being given by the one student who was called on. They daydream. They pass
notes to each other. They whisper. In the traditional classroom many students are off task—we simply don’t
know it. Far fewer are off task in the classroom using interactive structures because the students are holding
each other on task. During RallyRobin, after my partner shares an answer, I have to share an answer. The
structure holds me on task. During Sage-N-Scribe, we are both on task all the time because one is the Sage,
saying what to do, while the other is the Scribe, carrying out the action.
Fear Factor 3. I will lose control. When I first began trying to convince schools to use cooperative
learning methods, it was an uphill battle. In those days, a good class was a quiet class. Head Teachers
equated silence with good classroom management. If no one was talking, the teacher was demonstrating
control of the class. In fact, good classroom control is not keeping everyone silent and in their chair; good
control is the ability to get the class silent and to get everyone seated and attentive when desired. A teacher
who has everyone moving, interacting, and totally engaged and who can simply raise a hand and quickly
have everyone silent and with alert attention on the teacher is demonstrating far better classroom control than
the teacher who never lets students talk or move. The use of interactive structures must be coupled with
management signals, procedures, and routines. We cannot feel comfortable allowing students to interact if we
are not confident that with ease we can get their focus fully back on us or on a task. At Kagan workshops
we never train teachers in interactive strategies without coupling that training with the associated
management strategies.
Today, we prepare students for a very different world. Because of the accelerating change
rate, we can’t predict with any certainty the kinds of jobs our students will work in. We can say with
certainty, however, that our students will need social interaction skills. Three quarters of all new jobs involve
working on a team at least part of the time, and that percentage is increasing. Complexity and
interdependence are the defining characteristics of the modern workplace—no one person can build a
computer. Teams work to coordinate efforts with other teams. As we move toward interactive structures
in our classrooms we are aligning the classroom experience with the work world of the future. We are
preparing our students with skills for success.
The Instructional Revolution. What we teach has changed. Sources of information have changed.
The jobs for which we must prepare our students have changed. The world is rapidly changing. It is time we
change the way we teach. Traditional instructional strategies prepare our students for the world that was.
Interactive structures prepare our students for the world that will be. The instructional revolution is
inevitable.

Reference
Adapted from the article ‘The Instructional Revolution’ by Dr. Spencer Kagan
Kagan Publishing & Professional Development www.KaganOnline.com

www.T2TUK.co.uk

