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ORIGINAL ARTICLE
Teachers’ use of open questions: investigating the various 
functions of open questions as a mediating tool in early 
literacy education
Ingvill Krogstad Svanes and Emilia Andersson-Bakken

Faculty of Education and International Studies, Oslo, Norway

ABSTRACT
This study identifies the various functions of open questions in 
whole-class teaching in language arts classrooms in primary 
school, and it explores how these questions may work as 
a mediating tool. Open questions are considered a valuable tool 
in classroom discourse, enhancing dialogue and students’ learning 
by giving the students an opportunity to elaborate on their 
thoughts. The analysis draws on two data sets and includes obser-
vations from four schools and an examination of whole-class 
teaching in 32 language arts lessons. The results show that the 
teacher practice of asking open questions has one core function – 
classroom management. The teachers also ask open questions that 
are more subject specific, and the material covers writing activities 
and orthography and grammar instruction. The functions of open 
questions are quite similar in the two data sets. This may indicate 
that the teachers’ open questions mediate an understanding of 
school culture and the values of the subject to the students, here 
how writing activities and grammar instruction should be inter-
preted. This article argues that we should go further than merely 
differentiating between open and closed questions and investi-
gate the functions of open questions in the classroom.

ARTICLE HISTORY

KEYWORDS
Teacher questions; open 
questions; whole-class 
teaching; mediating tool

Introduction

The quality of classroom discourse is regarded as decisive in its effect on students’ 
learning (Alexander, 2008; Mercer & Littleton, 2007). One feature of classroom dis-
course is that teachers ask many questions, especially during whole-class teaching 
(Almeida & Neri de Souza, 2010; Andersson-Bakken & Klette, 2015; Croom & Stair, 
2005; Myhill, 2006). Empirical studies examining these questions have often differen-
tiated between open and closed questions (Chin, 2007; Myhill, 2006; Nystrand, 
Gamoran, Kachur, & Prendergast, 1997), with the former frequently being regarded 
as a valuable teaching tool and a sign of quality in classroom discourse (Applebee, 
Langer, Nystrand, & Gamoran, 2003; Barnes, Britton, & Torbe, 1986; Gillies, 2014; 
Smith & Higgins, 2006).

Other research argues that more interesting than the questions’ form are the func-
tions that questions serve in classroom discourse (Mercer, 2010). To understand the
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function of a question, the context in which it is being asked has to be considered 
(Mercer, 2010; Sahlström, 2012). Furthermore, the function of the question will pin-
point how the students should interpret the subject. In students’ encounters with 
a teacher’s questions, the question can serve as what sociocultural learning theory 
calls a “mediating tool” (Säljö, 2005). Mediating tools are physical or intellectual tools 
that develop within a culture and that shape people’s understanding of and interaction 
with the objects around them. Questions can therefore work as mediating tools and can 
implicitly show students how to think, act, and reason within a topic. Thus, in addition 
to investigating what goes on in the classroom, understanding how activities are played 
out in the classroom is just as important (Klette, 2010). Looking at teachers’ questioning 
in light of the context and as a mediating tool raises several unanswered questions for 
research, including how teacher questions emerge within different school subjects and 
curricula.

This study examines the various functions of open questions asked in 32 Norwegian 
language arts lessons within early literacy education (6–8-year-olds) in primary school. 
Given that open questions are especially effective in improving classroom discourse, 
and to develop the research beyond the distinction between open and closed questions, 
we investigate teachers’ open questions and the functions these questions serve in the 
first years of schooling. Moreover, our interest lies in how, through asking open 
questions, language arts teachers may mediate the understanding of different topics 
within the subject. Delving into context and investigating what the teachers ask about, 
the actual wording of their questions, and the functions those questions serve within the 
specific context may facilitate a deeper understanding of teachers’ use of questions.

Theoretical perspectives

In sociocultural learning theory, language is viewed as an intellectual tool that mediates 
reality for people within a specific context (Vygotsky, 1978). Language is therefore 
crucial when students must adapt to the social and cultural community in the class-
room setting. According to sociocultural theory, learning and development are, to 
a large degree, understood as queries about the way in which people get in touch 
with and acquire different mediating tools as resources in sociocultural practices, such 
as school. Students are socialised into a school culture but also into different academic 
cultures. Thus, students must be able to integrate their everyday knowledge and school 
knowledge into a school discourse. From a sociocultural perspective, learning is 
regarded as a form of socialisation into a particular society, and this socialisation 
takes place through participation in activities and as a consequence of that participation 
(Säljö, 2005; Vygotsky, 1978). Cultural tools can be identified in the resources offered to 
the child through the scaffolding mediation and appropriation process that is supported 
by the teacher, such as hints and questions (Wallerstedt, Pramling, & Säljö, 2014). In 
our context, this means that students will be socialised into the subject of language arts 
through different aspects of the school subject that will work as mediators, such as tasks, 
classroom activities, homework, and classroom discourse, which will include the tea-
chers’ questions. All these mediating tools form parts of the classroom culture and show 
the students how the subject should be understood, and which activities are important 
within the subject. Open questions may serve as an important mediating tool in the
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classroom as they ask students to elaborate on and share their thoughts, communicating 
to the students that their voice is important in the language arts classroom and in the 
interpretation of the subject. It is therefore interesting to investigate what functions 
these open questions have and whether the functions vary between the different topics 
in a subject or between curricula.

The Norwegian language arts context

In Norway, students start school when they are six years old. Even though 97.3% of 
three- to five-year-olds go to kindergarten (Statistics Norway, 2021), the formal reading 
and writing instruction is the school’s task, and learning to read and write is a key 
activity for students in the language arts lessons in the first years of schooling. The 
observed classrooms in this study followed the same curricula, The Knowledge 
Promotion (Ministry of Education and Research, 2006/2013), which lasted until 2020. 
This curriculum included three main elements within language arts – oral communica-
tion; written communication; and language, literature, and culture. The curriculum, 
however, was in addition affected by ideas regarding communication skills and compe-
tences (Ongstad, 2015), and language arts carried the main responsibility for three of 
the basic skills – reading, writing, and oracy – but should also contribute in developing 
digital skills. The subject may thus be characterised as broad, with a certain tension 
between the discipline of the school subject and the role of the school subject as 
a means to more generic competences (Ongstad, 2015). When examining the functions 
that teachers’ questions serve and mediate in early literacy classrooms, it is thus crucial 
to be aware of the purpose and topic of the particular lesson and see the teachers’ use of 
questions in this context.

A contextual view of teachers’ questioning

When examining teacher questions, the context of whole-class teaching has been 
predominant (Almeida & Neri de Souza, 2010; Cazden, 2001; Chin, 2007). Whole- 
class teaching is defined as an instructional process wherein teachers pose questions, 
deliver lectures, and conduct other related activities involving the entire class (Lindblad 
& Sahlström, 1999). Going beyond merely counting the number of open and closed 
questions employed in classrooms enables a thorough appreciation of the context in 
which teachers ask open questions. This allows researchers to investigate the functions 
that these questions may serve (Mercer, 2010; Sahlström, 2012). Mercer (2010) argues 
that questions can have multiple functions depending on the context in which they are 
asked. He states that the same question can be asked to check a student’s knowledge, to 
wake up a tired student, at the start of a lesson to check prior knowledge, etc. (Mercer, 
2010). It is therefore apparent that, during the data analysis process, calibrating teacher 
questions into smaller sub-categories can provide researchers with a clearer picture of 
what is happening in classrooms (Ødegaard & Klette, 2012).

Several studies have investigated the different functions of questions (e.g. Andersson- 
Bakken & Klette, 2015; Chin, 2007; Myhill, 2006; Myhill & Dunkin, 2005; Wragg & 
Brown, 2001). Wragg and Brown (2001) examined more than a thousand questions 
asked by teachers in secondary schools and classified them into the following three
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categories according to function: managerial questions (intended to facilitate classroom 
management), information/data questions (which involve recall of information), and 
higher-order questions (which go beyond recall and invite students to think). These 
authors found that most questions revolved around classroom management and that 
very few questions encouraged students to think beyond recalling information. Myhill 
and Dunkin (2005) and Myhill (2006) identify 11 different functions of questions. 
Myhill and Dunkin (2005) find that most teacher questions are factual questions 
(closed) and that the most frequent function is factual elicitation. They are, however, 
not specifically discussing the functions of open questions and how these functions are 
related to different parts of the subject. Furthermore, the teachers in this study are not 
using questions as way to manage the classroom; only a small number of the questions 
the teachers put forward have this function. They address the fact that the manner in 
which these questions are used during whole-class teaching must be taken into con-
sideration (Myhill & Dunkin, 2005). Boyd and Markarian (2011, p. 517) also argue for 
this; they state, “It is the perceived function of the talk in a situated, social context, not 
its decontextualized form, that determines its effectiveness”. So, to further understand 
the functions of open questions in the classroom, we need to go deeper into the context 
that surrounds the questions; in our case, this is specifically the academic subject within 
which the questions are asked.

Teachers’ use of open questions in the classroom

Many terms are used for open questions: some call them open-ended questions (Barnes, 
1976; Lee & Kinzie, 2012; Nystrand et al., 1997), others, display questions (Long & Sato, 
1983; Nunan, 1996), while yet others speak of divergent questions (Mehan, 1979; 
Stevens, 1912). Despite the differences in terminology, all the studies cited separate 
these questions (which can be answered in a variety of ways) from questions with 
a predetermined correct answer. In this article, we thus build on a definition of open 
questions as those that can be answered in a variety of ways, with no specific correct 
answer (Myhill, 2006; Nystrand et al., 1997). In this, yes/no questions are included if the 
answer is not predetermined (Nystrand et al., 1997).

Open questions encourage active student participation and student exploration (Smith 
& Higgins, 2006), thereby driving greater dialogical teaching and student engagement 
(Alexander, 2008; Gillies, 2014; Nystrand, Wu, Gamoran, Zeiser, & Long, 2003; Twiner, 
Littleton, Coffin, & Whitelock, 2014). Open questions are effective motivators because they 
invite students to engage in conversation and thus help to increase the students’ under-
standing and reasoning, among other purposes (Smith & Higgins, 2006). A number of 
research studies have shown that teachers rarely ask open questions even though these 
have been identified as important tools in developing student understanding (Almeida & 
Neri de Souza, 2010; Lee & Kinzie, 2012; Osborne & Chin, 2010; Wu, 1993).

In the language arts classroom, the value of open questions has been stressed in 
literature instruction and comprehension as a tool that can stimulate the students to 
interpret texts and identify with the content (Applebee et al., 2003; Nystrand, 2006; 
Nystrand et al., 1997) as a part of developing students’ literary reading (Langer & 
Close, 2001). A finding in teacher questions linked to literary conversations is that 
the form of the question (e.g. open or closed) is not as important for how the
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conversation develops as is the function of the question in the context. Furthermore, 
the findings indicate that the teacher may be asking open questions but not accepting 
all the students’ answers, thereby closing the conversation (Andersson-Bakken, 
2015). The use of open questions by teachers is also stressed in the development of 
more generic reading skills (Vaish, 2013) and the reading strategies needed for the 
comprehension of informational texts (James & Carter, 2007). A repeated finding in 
relation to writing instruction and assessment is that teachers ask many questions 
but that while the importance of open questions is acknowledged, there is 
a surprising lack thereof (Hawkins, 2015; Heritage & Heritage, 2013; McKeaney, 
2009). Research based on the use of questions by teachers in grammar and ortho-
graphy teaching seems to be scarce once second language learning is excluded, and 
this is also true of research into questioning linked to curricula.

Drawing on the overview presented above, we are interested in investigating the 
function of open questions and how teachers use them to mediate understanding to 
school students in general and to those in language arts classes in particular. Research 
involving language arts appears fragmented, and this is probably because the subject 
consists of several topics from different academic traditions. The majority of research 
on teacher questions still focuses on the question form and concludes that open 
questions are important. There is thus a lack of research that examines these open 
questions thoroughly and explores the functions they serve. We intend to investigate 
this topic through the following research questions:

(1) What functions of open questions emerge in language arts classrooms in the first 
years of schooling?

(2) How can teachers’ open questions mediate an understanding of the subject of 
language arts in the context of different language arts activities?

Methods and data

This study builds on two sets of data from two different video studies of Norwegian 
language arts classrooms. In both studies, the data material were collected by the First 
author. In all the observed classrooms, the whole-class teaching was videotaped, and the 
teachers were wearing lapel microphones. The classrooms involved are centred in the 
capital area of Norway. Despite that neither of the studies were conducted with a specific 
focus on whole-class teaching, quite a lot of time was spent on this activity in all class-
rooms, which make re-analysis of the original material relevant regarding the research 
questions of this study. The teachers in both studies were told to teach and organise the 
lessons as usual, without taking into account our presence. So, it can be argued that the 
teachers in the periods of whole-class teaching were speaking freely and according to their 
own knowledge structures (Stenbacka, 2001, p. 552). The two studies are presented below.

Data set A

The first data set is taken from a study of six third-grade classrooms (8-year-olds) and was 
originally conducted to analyse teachers’ instruction during students’ individual seatwork
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in language arts (Svanes, 2016). To get the context of this seatwork, whole lessons were 
videotaped, including whole-class teaching. The teachers were observed for one week each, 
and the current analysis draws on videos of five teachers from 20 language arts lessons 
(n = 20). From these lessons, there were a total of 222 minutes of whole-class teaching.

Data set B

The second data set builds on a study of observations from two classrooms, one first- 
grade classroom and one second-grade (6–7-year-olds) (Bjørkvold & Svanes, 2021). The 
two teachers were observed for two days each, three lessons each day (n = 12). The school 
and teachers were strategically chosen because of their commitment to using tablets in the 
initial literacy education within the writing to read (WTR) paradigm (Trageton, 2003). 
The whole-class conversations the current study builds on happened before and after the 
students’ individual digital writing, for instance, as a part of the motivational phase. From 
these lessons, there was a total of 158 minutes of whole-class teaching.

Summarised schematically, the data material for this article is as follows (Table 1):

Combining two data sets provides an opportunity to analyse a richer set of data. 
Observations of seven different teachers within early literacy instruction provide mate-
rial with possibilities to discuss the nature of the teachers’ questions in the observed 
primary school classrooms. Our results cannot be seen as representative of all language 
arts classrooms in an early literacy context, but the data give us an opportunity to make 
analytic generalisations (Maxwell & Chmiel, 2014). The different data sets may thus be 
regarded as illustrations of what teachers’ questioning may look like in different 
language arts classrooms in early literacy instruction, and they make it possible for us 
to discuss the different functions of open questions and how they mediate an under-
standing of language arts in these classrooms.

Re-use of qualitative data

Video data are rich data and enable researchers to study different topics based on the 
same videos. In this research, we study different parts of the lessons (whole-class 
conversations) than the original studies (individual seat work/writing). There are 
three main considerations when it comes to the re-use of qualitative data (Corti & 
Thompson, 2004; Hammersley, 2010; Irwin, 2013). Firstly, it is important to consider 
that you get good enough information about the context around the data. The re-use of 
video recordings is helpful in this regard as watching the videos gives a lot of the 
context needed (Blikstad-Balas & Sørvik, 2015). Giving the two authors the possibility 

Table 1. Overview of the material.
Data set A Data set B Total amount of data

Schools 3 1 4
Teachers 5 2 7
Lessons 20 12 32
Whole-class teaching 

(in minutes)
222 158 380
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to discuss and analyse both data sets, the video recordings are fundamentally linked to 
both validity and reliability questions of the study (Creswell & Miller, 2000 Klette, 
2009). In both studies A and B, one of the authors has gathered the data and, in this 
way, secured the contextual background for the data. The second consideration regard-
ing the re-use of data is to ensure that the material is suitable for answering the research 
questions, called the “question of fit” (Andersson & Sørvik, 2013). This has not been an 
issue in this case as the authors knew that the data contained whole-class teaching with 
relevant content for this study. Finally, the third consideration is that ethical guidelines 
are followed. As a secondary researcher, you must, in the same way as the primary
researchers, insure the confidentiality and anonymity of the participants in the study 
(Corti, 2007). The data in both projects were gathered and stored according to the 
guidelines for data protection by the Norwegian Centre for Research Data (NSD). 
Informed consent was collected from the teachers and the students’ guardians, and 
the participants have been anonymised throughout this study. Furthermore, all parti-
cipants have given their consent for the data to be re-used for purposes other than the 
original study for 10 years. The data used in this article are also securely archived, and 
only the researchers have access to them.

Analysis

The analysis was carried out in two steps. First, all teacher questions were identified and 
transcribed. Questions were defined according to their grammatical form, meaning 
sentences starting with either a verb or a question word or ending with a tag question, 
such as “You are gathering ideas for writing, aren’t you?” Thus, the questions were 
defined independent of the teachers’ purpose in the questioning or the expected 
response from the students. While transcribing these questions, the authors also 
included answers from the students and the teachers’ responses to these answers 
together with descriptions of some of the contexts in which the questions were asked. 
The questions were then categorised as open or closed (Code level 1). Open questions 
were defined as questions with no predetermined answer and closed questions as 
a question with a correct or predetermined answer.

The second step of the analysis was to extract the open questions for further analysis. 
These open questions constitute the data material for this article. The open questions 
were then analysed in terms of their functions (Code level 2) with reference to Myhill’s 
(2006), p. 11 different functions of questions, described in Table 2. We find Myhill’s 
categories suitable for the material as they are nuanced and developed closely related to 
the teaching of language arts in primary school, which is the classroom contexts this 
article builds on. Table 2 shows the definitions and an operationalisation of the different 
question functions.

Based on their function, the questions were assigned to one of the categories 
presented in Table 2. After categorisation, the questions in each category were counted. 
This was done to give an overview of how the functions of the open questions were 
distributed across the categories. The categories are not mutually exclusive, which 
means that some questions could fit into several categories. To make the coding as 
reliable as possible, both authors coded the whole material and discussed the categories. 
Then 110 (approximately 30%) of the questions were control coded by a third 
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researcher to establish the amount of inter-coder reliability between coders regarding
the category distinctions. According to Lombard, Snyder-Duch, and Bracken (2002), 
a control sample should consist of at least 50 units, and it is seldom necessary to have 
more than 500. As a statistical measure of the inter-coder reliability, we calculated 
Cohen’s kappa. Code level 1 had a kappa value of 0.87, and at code level 2, the value 
was 0.86. Landis and Koch (1977, p. 165) consider values above 0.80 as “almost perfect”, 
while Fleiss, Levin, and Paik (2003) refer to values above 0.75 as “excellent”. There is, 
therefore, reason to consider the coding of the tasks as being reliable.

Some of the questions demanded deeper contextual information than we had. For 
instance, defining when a question works as repetition may require knowledge about 
what the class has learned the day before, or last week, or last year, and so on. Another 
challenging category was checking prior knowledge. According to Myhill, this is about 
the students’ knowledge and experience outside of school, which means that we need 
information about where the student has experienced something. Talking, for instance, 
about vocabulary, we do not know whether the student has learned the meaning of 
a word at home, from a book, from TV, or at school. As a conclusion to the analytical 
procedures, to delt with these callanges, the authors read the transcripts containing the 
teachers’ questions, the student answers, and the responses from the teachers and 
examined the classroom context within which the questions were raised. In this way, 
the questions were analysed both in themselves and as a part of a larger context.

In the next section, the results for the different functions of the open questions are 
presented. The number of questions that teachers asked their students and the different 
functions of these questions are discussed. The results are then represented by transcripts to 
demonstrate how the different functions played out in the analysis of the language arts 
classroom.

Results

Functions of open questions in the different data sets

The observed teachers asked both open and closed questions in their whole-class 
teaching. Table 3 shows that the amount of open and closed questions is approximately 
the same in the two data sets, with some more closed questions in data set A.

As the article’s ambition is to investigate the use of open questions more thoroughly, it is of 
special interest that the teachers asked 161 (data set A) and 201 (data set B) open questions 
during the videotaped lesson times. This means is that the teachers in study B had a higher 
rate of open questions per minute (1.7 per minute) than in study A, with approximately 1.3 
questions per minute. When studying these questions in terms of their functions (see Table 4 
below), the analysis suggests that most questions were linked to the function of class manage-
ment, about one-quarter in both data sets (A: 23.6% and B: 26.1% of the whole material), 

Table 3. Different types of questions across data sets.
Type of Question Data set A Data Set B

Closed 181 199
Open 161 201
Total 342 400
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while building on thinking was the second most frequent function, with 39 (A) and 50 (B)
open questions. None of the teachers asked questions coded as practicing skills. Table 4 below 
describes the results in greater detail.

As shown in Table 4, there are small differences between the open questions across 
the two data sets for six of the categories (class management, building on thinking, 
practicing

skills, checking understanding, developing vocabulary, checking prior knowledge). Cued 
elicitation (A:3, B:15) is the most divergent category in the material. In the rest of the 
categories, however, one of the data sets stands out. Data set A is notable with fewer 
open questions coded as factual elicitation (A:2, B:13) and more questions coded as 
recapping (A:22, B:11), while data set B had more open questions coded as building on 
content (A:5, B:11) and developing reflection (A:4, B:10) than data set A. As shown, there 
are similarities and differences across the data sets, and we will now show how this is 
displayed in the context of different parts of the subject of language arts within early 
literacy education.

Teachers’ use of open questions in the language arts context

The following section draws on transcripts of the videotaped lessons to exemplify how 
teacher questions can mediate an understanding of language arts. It turned out that the 
whole-class conversations in this material mainly happened before and after various 
writing activities. This is not surprising regarding data set B as the original study was 
designed to research students’ digital writing on tablets. In data set A, the writing 
activities consisted of writing both factual and fictional texts. In these classrooms, we 
also observed task solving in textbooks about grammar and orthography. The selected 
transcripts were chosen because we found them relevant to illustrate how Myhill’s 
categories may appear in these different activities. The transcripts are typical of the 
data set they represent in the sense that we find several similar examples of this type of 
question. We start with questions related to the function class management and move 
on to more content-specific areas found in our different data sets.

Table 4. Functions of open questions across the data sets.
Function of open question Data set A Data set B

Class management 68 77
Factual elicitation 2 13
Cued elicitation 3 15
Building on content 5 11
Building on thinking 39 50
Recapping 22 11
Practicing skills 0 0
Checking prior knowledge 2 3
Developing vocabulary 9 5
Checking understanding 4 6
Developing reflection 4 10
Total 161 201
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Open questions as a part of class management

As shown above, asking open questions related to class management was common in 
the reported language arts lessons. Most of these questions were used for lesson and 
task management, while very few were used to manage or correct student behaviour. 
Class management questions seemed to have a practical and pragmatic function in the 
classroom. Many of the questions related to checking school equipment, such as pencils 
and books, for example, “Harry, do you have the textbook?” (A, q47).1 The teachers also 
used open questions to make progress in the teaching and classroom conversations, 
such as: “Do you want to sing a song?” (B, q61). In data set B, in which the students 
wrote digitally on tablets, the number of classroom management questions increased 
when the students picked up their tablets. The conversations then mainly centred on 
the equipment or supported the students in managing the application, such as “Can you 
all see the red icon on the top now?” (B, q61). This applied for both the observed 
classrooms. Most of the questions coded as recapping in this study were closely linked 
to the class management function, such as, “What do you remember from yesterday?” 
(A, q82). These kinds of question are used to refresh what was covered in the last 
language arts lesson and to get the students back on track.

Open questions during writing activities

We observed writing activities linked to both factual and fictional writing within 
different assignments. The function of teachers’ questions seemed to be partly related 
to where the students were in the writing process. In the pre-writing phase, especially 
linked to factual writing, we observed questions coded as factual elicitation. An illus-
tration of this is first-grade students who were going to write about spiders. Before the 
writing started, the teacher wanted to repeat what the students knew about spiders by 
repeatedly asking, “Do we know anything more?” (B, q10). The information gathered 
through these questions seemed to work as an idea bank for the students’ writing. Also, 
as a part of the pre-writing, the teacher showed the students similar texts about spiders 
from another class. One text said: “Tassen is a spider. He likes the letter T”. When 
asking about this, she pronounced the Ts very clearly. She then asked: “Why do you 
think he likes the letter T?” (B, q18). We thus see this question as an example of cued 
elicitation within the frame of phonological awareness in first grade.

As a part of the writing assignment, the same students had made a spider of pipe 
cleaners, who lived in a decorated milk carton house. One student wrote “The spider 
lives in a box”. The teacher confirmed this but asked “Can we use another word?” (B, 
q19), interpreted by us as developing vocabulary. The student suggested “house”, and 
the teacher replied, “Yes, we can say house. Can we say something else?” (B, q22), and 
other students suggested “garage” and “carton” as other possible words to write.

Fictional writing assignments require a great deal of students’ imagination. To 
encourage this, several of the teachers asked questions that had the function building 
on thinking. In the next excerpt from data set A, the students were going to write sense 
poems about dandelions. The teacher explained that they were going to write one line 
about each sense: A dandelion looks like . . . It smells like . . . .:
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Excerpt 1 
Teacher: Then you must really think, what does a dandelion sound like [A, q 148]? That is 
not that easy! 
(A lot of pupils want to answer) 
Teacher: No, keep it inside your head; we want many different answers that are your own 
thoughts. 

Here, the teacher asked a question to make the students think and get ideas. She did not 
want the students to share their thoughts with the others but rather to transform their 
ideas into writing.

The use of questions building on thinking in writing instruction may also be 
illustrated by data set B. The second-grade students were going to write a fairytale 
about a snowman, and the teacher spent a lot of time generating ideas for writing. To 
encourage a conflict in the students’ fairytales, the teacher introduced that the snowman 
should be afraid of something. Each student was going to decide what their snowman 
was afraid of. The teacher asked: “Do you have an idea about what he is afraid of?” (B, 
q125) and “What else can make a snowman so terribly scared?” (B, q134). The 
“thinking” in these contexts is linked to the students’ use of their imagination, which 
in language arts may be said to be a content-specific proficiency since it may be 
necessary both in fictional writing and reading and in the interpretation of texts.

The fairytale genre involved a situation in which the snowman meets three magic 
helpers. The students had been through the genre features before, and the teacher 
included questions coded as recapping, closely linked to the academic content for 
repetition, such as “Do you remember that things are going to happen three times?” 
(B, q136). To scaffold the students’ introduction of the helpers in their fairytales, the 
teacher had different cards with pictures of three “persons”, for instance, the three little 
pigs and the three Billy Goats Gruff. The students could either draw one of the cards or 
decide their own helpers. After introducing the genre feature, which represents the 
academic content, the teacher kept on asking questions with the function of building on 
thinking.

During the students’ writing of fairytales about the snowman, the teacher led 
a whole-class conversation about text response. Here the teacher asked questions with 
the function of develop reflection. The students sent their digital text to the digital black 
board so they could see each other’s texts. The teacher read one text aloud and asked: 
What can Peter do to improve his text? (B, q182). And she continued to a girl: Do you 
have a tip for him? (B, q183). At the end of each response sequence, the teacher asked: 
“What can this mean for your own text to improve the text?” (B, q204).

Open questions during orthography and grammar activities

Data set A included lessons with orthography and grammar activities. We found fewer 
open questions within orthography and grammar activities than during writing activ-
ities, maybe due to the nature of orthography and grammar having more right and 
wrong answers than, for instance, in fictional writing. Despite this, we observed ques-
tions of various kinds during the work with orthography and grammar. Regarding 
orthography, one of the teachers in data set B frequently used open questions to make 
the students think for themselves, coded by us as building on thinking. One student 
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asked whether “socks” (“sokker” in Norwegian) is written with an “o” or an “å”, but
instead of giving the right answer, the teacher returned the question to the student with, 
“What do you think?” (B, q32). Orthography activities may also be linked to developing 
vocabulary, for instance, when a teacher asked, “Does anyone wonder what ‘lobster’ 
[‘hummer’ in Norwegian] is?” (B, q109). In Norwegian, the word “hummer” is irregu-
larly spelled, and it seems that the teacher was trying to give deeper meaning to the 
orthography task by including a discussion about what the word means. The develop-
ment of vocabulary in school is closely related to the function checking prior knowledge, 
which, according to Myhill (2006), is related to the students’ knowledge and experience 
outside of school. It may be difficult to know which parts of the student’s vocabulary is 
developed within or outside of a school context, and the teachers may draw on students’ 
knowledge from outside school. We see an example of this in data set A in a discussion 
about what the word “coin” means. The teacher asked, “Has anyone been abroad and 
used coins other than the kroner?” (A, q135).

In grammar instruction, we observed questions that develop reflection linked to 
metacognition and generic learning strategies, such as in data set B when the teacher 
asked: “How can I, at the end of a lesson, be sure that you know what a noun is?” (B, 
q11). Some open questions in these lessons may also be categorised as factual elicitation, 
for instance when a teacher asked: “John, did you find an adjective?” (B, q98). In the 
context, the function of this question is to state what an adjective is, and it is thus 
categorised as factual elicitation even though it has features from classroom manage-
ment with the function of moving the teaching and conversation forward. Furthermore, 
we found that checking understanding was a function that the teachers used in the 
lessons with grammar instruction.

As the results have shown, teachers used a range of functions of open questions in 
the observed language arts classrooms. The similarities and differences between the data 
sets and the different activities, and how the questions mediate an understanding of 
language arts, will now be discussed.

Discussion

In this study, we have investigated teachers’ open questions in depth both to explore the 
different functions of the questions and to discover how these questions can mediate an 
understanding of the subject of language arts to the students. Based on Myhill’s 
categorisation (Myhill, 2006), we have explored the functions of open questions as it 
was considered expedient to investigate the functions of the questions in their context 
(Mercer, 2010; Sahlström, 2012). The questions were used for academic purposes within 
Norwegian language arts and also for class management and task management. The 
results show that the teachers’ use of open questions and the functions they have are 
quite similar through both data sets, including seven teachers in total. This finding can 
indicate that the language used in school and the teachers’ questioning seems to be 
established very early in the schooling, in line with Mehan (1979) findings from more 
than 40 years ago.

The results show similarities regarding the most common functions of the open 
questions in the classrooms observed. The fact that the teachers use questions to such 
an extent for class management is interesting, and this is not in line with the study by 
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Myhill and Dunkin (2005), who observed very few questions with the function of
classroom management. Wragg and Brown (2001), however, found, as did we, that 
this function is the most common in the classroom. This difference is interesting and 
can have several explanations; one possible explanation is how Myhill and Dunkin 
define a question – if their definition, for instance, requires an answer from the student, 
there will be few class management questions. This discussion is linked to construct 
validity (Kleven, 2008) and how concepts are used in research. It is, however, challen-
ging to draw clear conclusions based on our data and information. There are probably 
good reasons for the teachers wanting to be in charge in the classroom, as follows: as 
they conduct learning activities and drive progress in the conversations and teaching, 
they seem to use questioning as an organising resource (Macbeth, 2003). One might 
imagine that clear classroom management would be in the form of directives rather 
than questions and, as shown, even open questions. It would seem that asking questions 
is a less strict and authoritarian way of leading the young students and the classroom 
conversation in the right direction, in preference to merely providing directives. The 
teachers observed appeared to want a good relationship with their students, and this 
may include their not being too authoritative, which may be another explanation for the 
high number of classroom management questions.

This class management, including the dominant task management, formed the basis 
for the students’ work in the language arts subject. This applied in both data sets. The 
large number of questions connected to the management of the class and of the 
students’ activities, together with the questions analysed as recapping, could mediate 
the teachers’ expectations of the student role by showing that the classroom is an 
important area for learning as these questions were often used to guide the students 
into a topic. The high number of classroom management questions in the digital 
classrooms (data set B) is in line with other research (Bjørkvold & Svanes, 2021; Gilje 
et al., 2016). The challenge seems to be how to utilise digital devices even more closely 
related to subject matter learning while the digital competence of course must be 
acquired as well.

The differences between the functions of the questions asked in the data sets are 
challenging to interpret. However, one of the reasons for the differences can be linked 
to the academic context and the topic of the subject of language arts that was the focus 
for that particular lesson. For instance, factual elicitation was far more common in data 
set B, and this may be due to the great deal of time spent on factual writing in these 
classrooms. Here, the teachers often asked the students about the content of the text, 
mediating what is important within the text. Another interesting category to discuss is 
questions coded as developing vocabulary, which may be seen to be a subject-specific 
category in this study. These questions were asked regarding both students’ writing of 
texts and during lessons with grammar and orthography instruction. Developing 
vocabulary is crucial for young students’ literacy development, both in reading – 
regarding both decoding and comprehension (National Reading Panel, 2000; Suggate, 
Schaughency, McAnally, & Reese, 2018) – and writing (Olinghouse & Wilson, 2013). 
Vocabulary is also one of the main connectors between the basic skills language arts 
carry responsibility for as it is a key foundation in children’s oral language, reading, and 
writing. It is therefore crucial that teachers ask questions that may develop the students’ 
vocabulary.
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Since developing reading competence is one of the most fundamental activities in the 
first years of schooling, the lack of reading activities in the observed classrooms is a bit 
surprising and may have different reasons. One possible explanation is that the teachers 
work with reading more as an individual activity, or a small group activity, and not 
through whole-class conversations. It may also of course be a coincidence. The same is 
the case with the lack of literary activities. We could also imagine that the teachers 
would not spend time on reading aloud, for instance, from a literary book when 
a researcher is visiting the classroom. A common practice in Norwegian classrooms is 
that the teachers read aloud during the students’ lunch. This lunch time was not 
observed in the studies this article builds on.

The different functions of the teachers’ open questions, as discussed above, show that 
the questions mediate to the students, in an implicit way, what is important within the 
school culture and also different aspects of the subject (Säljö, 2001). In other words, the 
teacher’s questions mediate what the teacher thinks is important for the students to 
focus on as a type of scaffold and indicate the kinds of skills that are appreciated within 
a particular lesson or a topic (Wallerstedt et al., 2014). The teachers’ questions appear to 
differ in how deeply they go into the language arts subject. A category that stands out is 
building on thinking, which tends to contain more subject-specific questions than the 
other functions. To understand these questions in any depth may demand subject- 
specific and contextual information. For instance, when the teacher asks: “What do you 
think?” it seems to be quite a generic question, but as the results show, it is in fact 
subject matter related and a part of the teacher’s instruction. The teachers’ questions 
thus mediate reading and writing strategies to the students. The questions categorised 
as building on thinking may mediate to the students that their thoughts, interpretations, 
and what they understand are all important aspects of their learning.

Differences in terms of how deeply the questions go into the language arts subject 
may, of course, also be linked to the categorisation system used in this study. A category 
such as class management is, by definition, not subject related, while developing voca-
bulary is. It is not surprising that the category building on thinking goes more deeply 
into a subject than cued elicitation. The category building on thinking is also proble-
matic because, to a certain degree, it overlaps with developing reflection. To decide 
whether a question is subject matter related or not may also touch on the tension 
between learning strategies, basic skills, and subject matter knowledge (Ongstad, 2015). 
In this study, we see that task-related classroom management, learning strategies, and 
subject matter-related topics tend to merge and that the distinction between these may, 
in some cases, be more theoretical than practical. The teacher tries, through the 
questions, to scaffold the students into different tasks and activities and to keep them 
there (Wallerstedt et al., 2014). Whether learning happens through the students’ 
participation in the conversation or through their tasks is not investigated in this study.

As outlined in the review, studies frequently advocate the use of open questions in 
preference to closed questions, and the research in this area takes a highly normative 
view (Alexander, 2008; Nystrand et al., 2003; Smith & Higgins, 2006; Wells, 1999). As 
Mercer (2010) argues, a question can be raised in the classroom for several reasons and 
can serve multiple functions. Mercer’s argument becomes especially relevant when one 
regards open questions as being more valuable to classroom discussion than closed 
questions. When these questions have a range of different functions, the normative
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status of open questions may be problematic. Open questions asked by the teacher to 
manage the class or to socialise with the students may serve important functions in 
classroom relations and interactions, but they can hardly all be considered as promoting 
learning or helping the students to explore their learning. The material this article 
builds on shows that the use of open questions does not in itself guarantee an academic 
focus or the mediation of deep subject matter teaching and learning and that the 
distinction between open and closed questions may thus be a bit theoretical or artificial. 
We argue that the main challenge for teachers seems to be to centre the classroom 
discourse on the subject matter and deeper learning and not whether the questions are 
open or closed. To ask explorative questions that mediate the subject matter seems to be 
challenging for teachers. This may, however, vary between different topics and activities 
within the language arts subject. Our material tends to show that it is easier to ask these 
questions in writing instruction than, for instance, in grammar instruction. And, 
ultimately, the questions asked is dependent on each individual teacher (Svanes, 
2016). However, one can not only see to the individual teacher, as the questions 
asked in the classrooms also is highly influenced by the school norms and culture 
(Mehan, 1979). These findings are interesting but need to be investigated in greater 
depth. It shows, however, that being too normative in this kind of research does not 
necessarily progress understanding.

Limitations

The fact that we investigated open questions only within a whole-class setting did not 
provide a complete picture of teachers’ use of open questions in a classroom context. 
However, we will argue that whole-class teaching is an important part of the lesson as it 
addresses the class as a whole group and socialises young students into the school 
culture and different subjects. Whole-class teaching is an important area for students, 
and it enhances the possibility of equality in the classroom (Klette et al., 2018). Despite 
this limitation, we found the material rich and interesting, showing some of the breadth 
of the language arts subject and how it is carried out in the first years of schooling.

Conclusion and implications

As demonstrated in this study, teachers’ questioning is a fundamental part of the 
classroom discourse. The results of this study show that teachers’ questions serve 
different functions. Most prominent are the questions related to class and task manage-
ment, but there are also other types of questions that are more subject specific. 
Teachers’ questions thus mediate to the students what is important, both broadly within 
the school culture and more specifically within the language arts subject. It seems that 
the teachers tend to ask different kinds of questions within different areas of the 
language arts subject. Based on the results of this study, there are good reasons for 
paying less attention to the distinction between closed and open questions and rather 
studying in greater depth how classroom conversations, including teachers’ questions, 
can more deeply mediate the subject as tools of deeper learning.
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Note

1. The parentheses indicate which data set the question it is taken from, study A or B, and the 
number of the question in the data material.
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