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Abstract
This paper consists of three mini case studies that illustrate the issue of questioning in groups and one example of how questioning can be used to achieve ‘deep learning’.  It is hypothesised that questioning is integral in enabling the learner to achieve a ‘deep approach’ to learning. In ‘deep learning’, individuals are encouraged to become independent learners, to take responsibility and create a personal conceptual framework of knowledge and understanding (Entwistle, 1988).  It has also been argued that learning is revealed through questioning (Ballard & Clanchy, 1988). The research was primarily ethnographic using observation.  During the past year the author has taught on a number of different courses and participated in an action learning set.  She has observed questioning in different groups and has used her colleagues from this ‘set’ to comment on her view of the outcomes. This is ongoing research.  In the case studies questioning is highlighted as a main concern with other issues including group dynamics, organisation and time management.  These can be barriers to the deep approach to learning (Entwistle, 2004).   In the author’s view, although it is not possible to generalise from the data, strategic questioning can have an impact, the extent of which is unknown. 
Introduction
Knowledge, like nature, is revealed not in itself but through our methods of questioning.  (Ballard & Clanchy, 1988)
The above statement demonstrates the importance for individuals to have the ability to question themselves and others.  The author conducted research into questioning and the findings indicated that there was a limited range and number of questions used by students working in groups (Harrison, 2004). This caused some concern.  How was it possible for the student to learn effectively if they did not question others?  Was this affected by a surface or deep approach to learning?  Is it possible to achieve a deep approach without questioning?
The aim of this paper is to share the author’s experience of questioning and learning.  This will be achieved through the inclusion of information from previous research and three ‘live’ case studies. The case studies are the observations of three groups of students.  The lack of questioning by group members is apparent in the three case studies, however, linked to different issues.  What is obvious is the issue of achieving deep learning.  The research is qualitative and is part of ongoing research.
Deep or Surface Learning
There has been recent interest in the surface or deep approach to learning adopted by students.  The ETL project ‘Enhancing Teaching and Learning Environments in Undergraduate Courses’ is a three year research programme funded by the ESRC.  The project has utilised the Learning and Studying Questionnaire (LSQ) analysing whether students take a deep or surface approach to learning and studying (Entwistle, 2004).  In the surface approach the student may try to memorise facts or focus on meeting the assessment criteria.  In the deep approach the student will engage with the task in order to  understand what the author is saying, thus aiming to understand the ‘big’ picture (Dickinson, 2002, Biggs, 2003, Marton & Saljo, 1976 a,b).  There are some similarities to double loop learning  (Argryis, 1982).  Single loop learning allows the individual to respond in an automated way as it does not challenge underlying values.  In double loop learning the learner’s underlying values are changed through challenging the way they see things.  Table 1 illustrates both theories.
Table 1 Comparison of Deep and Surface Learning & Double and Single Loop Learning

	TYPE			DEFINITION				PSYCHOLOGICAL 
								EXPERIENCE

Surface learning	* Focus on achievement of outcome	* Anxiety 
			* Accepting ideas & information	* Fear of failure
			   passively
			* Memorising facts & procedures

Deep Learning		* Focus on underlying meaning	* Positive feelings
			* Focus on main ideas & principles	* Interested
			* Students engage meaningfully and	* Challenged
			   appropriately

Single loop learning	* Illustrated by Kolb’s learning cycle	* Meet day to day goals
			* Effective for maintenance of ‘norm’

Double loop learning	* Change ‘taken for granted’s’	* Intrinsic motivation
* Challenge assumptions		* Energy
* Change values

There are some similarities between double loop learning and deep learning, particularly in terms of the psychological experience.  However, Argyris (1982), described in double loop learning the possible changes in an individual’s belief.  The focus is different for deep learning, it is on outcomes and on the ‘practical’ changes in an individual.  Two questionnaires are used to measure these changes in deep learning, whereas none were developed for double loop learning.
The interest for this study is the link between strategic questioning and deep learning.
Questioning
Questioning is a dialectical process, “thus, from the very beginning of a person’s experience of being human, questions and statements together form the very fabric of conversation” (Goldberg, 1998).
It can be argued that the quality of our learning depends on our skill of questioning (Vogt & Brown, 2004).  One reason given for the lack of questioning is that there is a culture of knowing the ‘right answer’ rather than discovering the ‘right question’.  With the possible emphasis on one correct answer.  The result is that individuals can be uncomfortable with the feeling that they do not know the correct answer.   This potentially could encourage them to focus on low level questions that seek factual answers. 
Research found that more ‘wait time’ is needed in high level than low level questioning (Ellsworth, et al., 1991).  High level questions probe the high level verbs – theorising, reflecting, hypothesising.  Low level questions seek factual answers and tend to be convergent, that is generally they have a correct answer.  Unfortunately, in most classrooms not enough time is allowed for high level questioning (Biggs, 2004).
In action learning the ability to question is essential to the learning process as “students learn with and from each other by mutual support, advice and criticism during their attacks upon real problems” (Revans, 1980).  It is through the questioning process that the learner  “finds out what needs to be done differently” (Vick, 1999, p378).  Revans (Vick 1999) published a fomula L= P + Q (learning is programmed instruction plus questioning).  His original formula was L fP,Q, as he wanted to demonstrate that action learning favoured Q (questioning) because there is an adequate amount of P (programmed instruction).
There are different types of questions, however, in this article the author is particularly interested in strategic questioning.  The term strategic questioning is frequently associated with the pioneer for social change Fran Peavey (1999).  It is ‘the skill of asking the questions that will make a difference’ (Peavey, 1999).  Questions that focus on what could be and could encourage the individual in deep enquiry (Lipke, 2003, Vogt & Brown, 2004).   Strategic questions create motion, by not allowing situations to be stuck, and options, by using open, dynamic questions.  They encourage individuals to dig deeper, to search for different ideas and solutions.  They empower others, encouraging them to participate and feel valued.  Two questions to avoid are the ‘why’ questions, as individuals can become defensive, and questions that produce yes/no responses.  Finally, strategic questions can ask the unaskable! 
Not all theorists agree with avoiding the question why.  According to Marshall & Rowland (1998) ‘the question why is one of the most important questions you can ask, especially if it enables you to identify assumptions, which may be hidden’.  This difference may relate to the type of work involved, for example Peavey is working with social change in different countries trying to bring about change.  Marshall’s perspective relates to the world of business.  In education, there is a place for using the question why, however, it can cause individual’s to become defensive and should be used with care.  Harrison’s (2004) findings highlight some of the issues of questioning in education, including the use of the why question.
Table 2 illustrates the range of questions plus primary group behaviours observed over a four week period (Harrison, 2004).  Although this table related to a four week period students were observed during group work over a ten week period.  They were working in the same group each week.  The conclusion suggested that the depth and breadth of questioning is limited in groupwork and that this can prevent individuals learning effectively from each other and, therefore, maybe achieving deep learning.  The one set within the postgraduate group, of which there were four sets, that had a respected leader and did use a breadth of questions, achieved the highest mark in the final assignment.
The case studies are a continuum of previous research and reflect the author’s experience of action learning.  It is ethno-experimental, in that it reflects the author’s continuous enquiry into her work practice (Ramsey, 2003).  The research is qualitative and can be termed as ‘close up’ research.  Close up research comes from the ground, from issues and concerns raised in the daily practice of higher education (Prichard and Trowler, 2003). This type of research rarely claims to have the ‘right answer’.   Therefore, the author appreciates that no truth claims can be generalised from the data produced.  The intention is not only to learn through practice but to seek to improve working relationships and not just to study and describe them (Lewin, 1948).
Table 2
Differences between Undergraduate and Postgraduate Group
Topic
Undergraduate group
(5 sets)
Postgraduate group
(4 sets)
Discussion
Less talkative at beginning. Appeared to take time to be comfortable with each other.
Talked openly and freely from start.
Primary group behaviours
Giving information
Giving information, proposing and some seeking information.
Range of questions (over 4 week period)
What? x 5
How? x 3
What? x 16
How? x 9
Who? x 1
Why? x 2
Other questions (over 4 week period)
Is it? Did she? (one* group)
Is it? Did she? Anything else? Do you? (one* group)
*Two of the nine groups observed used these additional types of question
Case Studies
The three case studies that follow illustrate some of the issues related to lack of questioning.  These highlight the complexity of the subject and the impact of other factors. 
Each case study has a introduction, description of the observation and a critical comment section.
Case Study 1 – Changing Opinions through Questioning
Introduction
The group was set the task to make a decision based on an ethical dilemma.  The group comprised one Chinese, one African, and two Turkish male students on their first year, Business Foundation Programme. The case study demonstrates how opinions can change through questioning and listening.
Observation
Notes of the observation are given below.  The comments in italics and in bold are the author’s reflections at the time.
Stage 1
All group members sat very quiet and unsure for a time.  Eventually Z took control.
Z	Have you read it?
S 	Give us your opinion?
Z	What does the company do? Tell us what the company does?
S	It doesn’t matter
S	What do you think is best?
Z	Is that withdraw from country or change it?
S	Withdraw because ….
Z	What do you think? (looking at E and forcing E to make a decision.  Quite intimidating at this point)
Z	Only two choices, c’mon …
Z	Why?
S	Withdraw, they will have no power …
K	No respect, should withdraw
E	It has been known for many years (student Z ‘forced’ a response from E and then did not listen to his response)
Z	Change, the objective of the company is only to make money
S	I would like them to change but impossible
Z	Might change, could wait
S	They will never change … (referring to government)
E	He’s got a good point
Z	So sticking with my point
The words do not convey the feeling at the time.  Z and S were arguing and getting heated.
Open questions were expressed at the beginning, these helped to get the event started, however, quite quickly questioning became narrow, with the question do you agree or disagree being asked.  This was a narrow, black and white scenario, requiring a yes or no answer.  Although Z and S were directing questions at E, they did not listen to his response. The result being that S was strongly arguing the company should withdraw because it was impossible to work with a dictatorial government. The two individuals Z and S were vociferous which appeared to cause two members to be excluded.  Member K was very quiet and said nothing, member E was quiet but had offered some information that had been ignored.
The group had been given a structure to follow for solving ethical dilemmas and advised to ask questions and listen to each other.  They did not follow the structure or question and listen.  The structure would have encouraged them to think more widely and they could have used the skill of questioning to summarise viewpoints, check the information gathered, check understanding.
The group were interrupted and asked their current view.  They were asked to repeat what team member ‘E’ had said.  They did not know what he had said.  Team member ‘E’ repeated.  This was discussed with them.  Group member S continued to express the same view that the organisation should leave the country.

Stage 2
The group were left and reminded to question, listen and use the ethical checklist that they agreed to do.  Fifteen minutes later they were asked for their answer.  The group now thought the opposite, that the company should stay for a little while and wait and see, but not get involved with the political party.   This was a complete u-turn. Group member S was asked what had changed his mind.  He said he now understood that the company had a responsibility to the people in that country.  However, he added an additional point that the company would not be involved with the new authoritarian political party.
Critical Comment
In stage 1 the most vociferous members of the group dominated the discussion.  The communication style was similar to that of a ‘clique’ with an unbalanced pattern of communication (Brooks, 2003).  There were examples of questions that were ‘seeking information’.  However, quite quickly in the communication process these behaviours were ‘defending/attacking’ (Pedlar et al, 2001).  In action learning, questioning within a set is critical.  However, there is a responsibility that goes with questioning, to listen, support each other and to be ‘open’ to others (Revans, 1994).  This was missing in stage one from this group.
In stage two the group used the opportunity to reflect, to use the process and questioning to challenge assumptions.  This ‘fits’ with the double loop learning described by Argryis (1982).  They were able to create ‘movement’ and ‘different options’ which are more likely to occur with powerful questioning (Peavey, 1999).
Case Study 2 – Group Effect on Questioning
Introduction
There were four classes of 30 students taking the same module.  Three of the four classes appeared to work well.  The fourth class comprised of graduates.  
From the beginning of term there was tension with the ‘graduate’ class.  The four classes were taught the same content, however, this class got through the work quicker than the other three classes.  Initially, the reason, assumed by the author, was that the group consisted of graduates and they, possibly, had a higher ability to synthesise the work.  However, on reflection the author reached a different conclusion.  The group spent less time questioning each other and the author.  Also fewer individuals volunteered answers to questions during the lesson.  
The case study is an observation of one group in this fourth class.  It demonstrates the issues of limited questioning and group dynamics.
Observation
The lesson started by asking the class about their prior knowledge of Performance Management.  It was a subject they had been given homework on the week before and had been covered previously in broad detail.  They were hesitant to volunteer any information.  It felt, from the author’s perspective, like trying to get ‘blood out of stone’.
Following this, the lecture was delivered and feedback or questions were requested.  Nobody responded.  This was different from the experience in the other three classes, where a number of questions were asked. 
The class were given an activity with questions to answer.  They organised themselves into five groups.  Two of the five groups fully involved themselves in the activity.  The other three groups appeared to do as little as possible and digressed into ‘chatting’ about their personal life.  The author decided, on this occasion, not to intervene. This is not her normal stance, however this was session ten and the author felt that there would be more benefit for both the group and herself from reflecting on what was happening.
One group was asked to give a presention of their feedback.  They were reluctant to do this.  They did not produce a full answer to the question and asked for opinions from the other groups in the room.   The other groups contributed, but reluctantly. The feeling, recorded in the author’s diary, was that the group wanted to be given the answer.   It felt unnatural, almost strained, as though the class had to do the work rather than wanted to do it. The class finished the activity more quickly than the other three classes, thus following the same pattern experienced in the previous sessions.  In the other three classes the activity was well received.  Everybody supported and contributed to the final group discussion.  They were open and receptive to learning from each other.  There was not the same input nor feeling with this group.
Critical Comment
In this case the class in general appeared to inhibit questions and this, possibly, affected group development.  There was also a limited range of questions.  In general, individuals did not seem able to voice their opinion easily.  There could be some link between the findings of the Hawthorne studies about the social pressures exerted to control the output of individuals working in groups (Brooks, 2003).   The group ‘digressed’ easily into personal conversations.  At a recent conference, Entwistle (2004) shared his experience of a group that had a negative persona, this appeared to generate from one or two controlling students.  In this case there was a small group of individuals that also seemed quite negative and were known, by other lecturers, as ‘the group that sat at the back of the class’.
Case Study 3 – Effect of Organisational Skills on Questioning
Introduction
These are the observations of a group given a case study and set of questions to answer.  Poor organisational skills and a lack of questioning were observed.  The group consisted of practitioners on a part time postgraduate course.
Names  	Member X, D, Member XX, G and A
X	Are we all going to make notes?
D	I thought…
G	I thought interesting – strange that hadn’t used experience from before
G	In terms of strategic vision – HR standards – HR work towards that …
X	Yes, SE store and high unemployment
X	They made mistakes and I …
G	Link to strategic HRP
XX	People just do.
X	So what does it tell us about the link?
G	One work towards strategy of organisation
D	Didn’t think about process.  Didn’t think…
X	Yes
D 	Generally don’t you think strategy stops people doing.  If all goes wrong …
X	It’s a safety net
G	I’ll tell you – must do it
G	Read from – we will not move from …
G	Changed but wouldn’t change.  Difficulty how do you challenge back.  How do you someone says it and gave example from company
X	Just looking at it from business
D	Another thing about this …
D	Shall we move on.  
Although there were five members in the group, two members dominate the conversation.  This pattern continued throughout the observation.  Quieter members were not asked, through questioning, their view.  Although the group appeared slightly uncomfortable with the task they did not use questioning to clarify the objective and all members read and took separate notes.  Folllowing discussions the information was not summarised nor the information checked, during or before moving on to the next question.  The group, on a number of occasions, digressed from the task.  
They presented their information to the class, however, it lacked the depth and cohesion of some of the other groups.  Noticeably, as there were no group notes the presentation represented the presenter’s view as opposed to the group view.
Critical Comment
Most of the behaviours observed were ‘giving information’ for example offering opinions, facts and so on (Pedlar et al 2001). A lack of range of questions was observed.  Two members of the group dominated the discussion, neither individual used questions to involve others and both digressed into other related HR issues.  The limited questioning did not empower others to contribute (Peavey, 1999).  Other issues of time management and well directed effort and concentration were noticeable for this group.  These have been highlighted in the ETL project as issues that prevent a ‘deep approach’ to learning (Entwistle, 2004).    
Conclusion
There are a number of common points.  A limited range and use of questioning with low level questions, that generally have a correct answer, being predominantly used.  There is little evidence of high level questions (Biggs, 2004).  This could support the theory that there is a lack of questioning as individuals search themselves for one ‘right answer’ (Vogt & Brown, 2004). Of the nine group behaviours from Pedlar et al (2001),  ‘giving information’ is prominent with some ‘seeking information’.  There is evidence that not all members participated in group discussions this may have been personal choice or, maybe, because their view was not sought.  Two of the groups digressed but in different ways, one into personal issues and another into other task issues.  Separate but related issues include group organisation skills, for example clarification about the time-keeper or note-taking role.  These are included as potential constraints in achieving the deep approach to learning (Entwistle, 2004).  ‘Summarising’, ‘testing understanding’, ‘supporting/building’ and additional ‘seeking information’ are four behaviours that could help to overcome the issues illustrated in the case study (Pedlar et al, 2001).
These studies are part of a larger study. In answer to the one of the original questions posed in this article, ‘Is it possible to achieve deep learning without questioning?’,  it has not been possible to quantify the benefit of questioning on deep learning.  However, it is known that there is a difference between deep and surface learning and that our teaching methods should encourage learners to take a deep approach to their learning (Entwistle, 2004).  The deep approach requires the learner to dig deeper to understand material.  Therefore, this research would suggest that the lack of questioning may not support deep learning.  Potentially, the author’s view is that questioning will encourage the student to adopt an enquiring mind that can foster deep learning.
Implications for Practitioners
The implication for practitioners involved in learning is that learners need to be encouraged to use a range of group behaviours.  Learners should also be encouraged to involve each member in the process through the group behaviours, inherent within is the use of questioning.  Learners can be taught and then encouraged to use different questions and, in particular, to understand that there is not always one correct answer and that it is acceptable not to know the answer. However, this requires time and the practitioner need to allow for this and to be patient.  From the author’s experience, some learners in groups appear to be more comfortable with questioning and encouraging a wide variety of group behaviours, whereas others find it quite difficult.  Practitioners will need to be prepared to spend time observing their groups to understand this.  
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