
ESSENTIAL QUESTIONS

WHAT ARE ESSENTIAL QUESTIONS?

is open-ended; that is, it typically will not have a single, final 
answer.

Is thought-provoking and intellectually engaging, often 
sparking discussion and debate.

Calls for higher-order thinking; it cannot be effectively 
answered by recall alone.

Points toward important, transferable ideas within and 
across disciplines.

Raises additional questions and sparks further inquiry.

Requires support and justification.

Recurs over time; that is, the question can and should be 
revisited again and again.

					   

				    - McTighe & Wiggins, Essential Questions, 2013

An Essential Question...



When learning is framed by an Essential 
Question, the content, knowledge, and 
skills specified by outcomes become 
the means by which students achieve 
the goal of addressing a compelling 
question, rather than serving as ends in 
and of themselves.



    Essential Questions invite students to tap into 
    diverse ways of knowing & both personal & 
    shared sources of knowledge.

Essential questions, used often and well, have the 
potential to: 

create space for and honor diverse students’ identities as 
they draw upon their own sources of knowledge and ways 
of knowing;  

 
support all students to learn how to engage in higher 
order thinking, thus removing a common barrier to aca-
demic achievement and engaged citizenship;

 
develop students’ cultural humility as they witness peers 
respond to the same question in different, yet equally 

valid(ated) ways.



Find the general question for which the 
specific, intended learning is the answer. 
 
Identify the concepts implicit or explicit in 
the learning target.

Make the question interesting, thought- 
provoking, and relevant to students.

HOW DO I CREATE ESSENTIAL QUESTIONS?
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McTighe & Wiggins, Essential Questions, 2013



ESSENTIAL QUESTIONS: KINDS & CONTEXTS

UNIT

LESSON

LEARNING
TASK

overarching essential questions for a unit of 
study and.or major outcomes.

may be both disciplinary and interdisciplinary
in scope.

sub questions, discipline/subject-specific, 
clearly connected to the overarching 
essential question(s).

basis of learning resource selection & 
instructional scaffolds.

questions used by students & teachers to generate, 
assess, & nudge targeted thinking moves & habits 
of mind as they move through instructional 
staffolds.

derived from the Elements & Standards of Thought.

You can create EQs and use & adapt the ones you find in your curricula and 
supporting documents, such as The Big Six Historical Thinking resources. The 
strategies found in The Power 5 Teacher Toolkit on the Concentus site also 
consistently embed Essential Questions.


