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Posting 6

On deepening your questioning progressively

Dear reader,

Today we would like to continue to write something more about directing the reflective attention of learners as it’s an important aspect of creating the reflective atmosphere. 

Understanding reflection as creating personal meaning and insight, has an important pitfall, called ‘subjectification’. This happens when learners are focusing too exclusively on their thoughts, opinions, feelings and experiences without taking (sufficiently) in account the surrounding context, or to put it more generally, ‘the bigger world’. They are getting trapped within themselves as their attention is directed solely to the internal world of the subjective ‘I’. To avoid this pitfall, it’s important to balance as educator learner’s attention for what’s going on within the ‘subjective inside’  with  what’s going on in the ‘objective outside’.  This ‘objective outside’ can be understood both literally (e.g. how other people are reacting within a certain situation, what’s actually happening, the task to be fulfilled ... ) as well as symbolically (e.g. the practices of other artists as presented by the lecturer or the discourses about good and bad art as written down in a book). As such personal meaning and insight are not the outcomes of a solipsistic process of looking solely at oneself. On the contrary, for developing a genuine reflection process, it’s essential to relate the ‘I’ with the ‘World’. And it speaks for itself the opposite pitfall is possible too: ‘objectification’ happens when learners pay attention too exclusively to what’s going on outside themselves without relating properly to themselves (as when only thinking logically and personally detached for example). 
Open questioning is an important process-directive tool for educators to balance the reflective attention of learner. For example when learners are talking  about a visual artist in a very general  way, just asking tentatively what they think about this artist themselves will direct attention to their ‘inside’. And vice versa. In this way, as Socrates already knew, questioning can become a very powerful tool for process-directivity and for both deepening and owning-up the reflection process. This does not imply of course that you as educator can never asked so-called closed or rhetorical questions. Rather it’s again about balancing and in the end not imposing your learning agenda or right answers to the students.

A metaphor as final remark on the appropriate reflective inner readiness for questioning. Questioning and answering can be understood as spontaneous process of flooding new land. By questioning you are digging a bed or watercourse for the water to run into. Essential is the fact that the water should not be limited to the bed, but has the possibility to inundate and fertilize the surrounding environment. So, by questioning you are not building a preconceived structure of dams and canals to control the water completely, but rather you are engaging in a sort of spontaneous evolving play with the low and high tides of the stream. Questioning this ways requires from you to be very  clear on the learning context of your course (which content, which goals, which engagement?). It’s determining a sense of direction for the reflective process and function as a kind of ‘point of validation’ for questioning: which questions do make sense, which not? The learning context let you know where to start digging beds. 
This leads to the following guidelines to take into account

1. Always be attentive to the evolution of the dialogue: what are learners actually talking about? In which direction is it evolving? How are they balancing ‘inside’ and ‘outside’? How does it fit to the development of the learning group and to the learning context (which content, which goals, which engagement)? If needed, direct the attention of the learners by process-directed questioning. If not needed, just let it flow the way it flows! 

2. Frame your question in such way that it fits to what learners are talking about (both on level of content and process). Try to have your questions ‘tuned into’ their learning process without imposing your learning agenda and take in account the learner’s reflective competence and inner readiness. 

3. To add an new metaphor: experience questioning as a kind of dance. You are leading, learners are following. But at some point they take over from you. So make it a nice dance and be diverse in your questioning: open versus closed questions, questions directed to the ‘subjective inside’ versus ‘objective outside’, conforming/comforting vs confronting vs paradoxical questions, short vs long questions, questions for one individual vs question for whole group etcetera etcetera.  

4. Let the dialogue be co-created and never forget it’s not only about questioning. It’s also about answering: allow silence after a questions and wait for what’s happening (don’t come with an answer yourself or don’t continue to question too quickly), explicitly value the input of the learners, reply to their answers as a learner yourself, add some new content to look at the topic from a different point-of-view 

5. Allow not-knowing as a possible stage within the reflection process. This is not the same as a quick answer ‘I don’t know’.

Sincerely yours
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