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MY PREMISE

1. To be effective as educators, our students need to feel completely 
comfortable asking any and all questions.

2. It is our responsibility to create the environment that makes that 
possible.

3. The dialogue that results from this environment is where the true 
learning often takes place.



OBJECTIVES

Identify ways to create a “safe learning environment” where students 
are comfortable asking any question

Influencing classroom dynamics

Recognize and understand the teaching opportunities presented by 
“stupid” questions

Discuss strategies for dealing with awkward, off-track, and difficult 
questions in the classroom



WHO IS MY AUDIENCE TODAY?



-Abraham Lincoln

“Better to remain silent and be thought a fool than to 
speak and to remove all doubt” 

What expectations do our students bring to the 
classroom regarding their role and participation?

Do they know it’s ok to ask questions, 
and what messages do we send?



WHAT IS A “SAFE CLASSROOM”

Obviously, we need to be 
mindful of the basics

Does the concept of bullying 
apply in EMS classrooms?

Are you the bully?

How do we make it “safe?”



CREATING THE ENVIRONMENT

Have clear rules for behavior in the classroom, i.e.

Listening without interrupting

Minimizing sarcasm

DON’T BE MEAN!

Decide which of your rules are “non-negotiable”

These need to have consequences attached!



CREATING THE ENVIRONMENT

Have your students define what are acceptable behaviors

Professionalism, participation, actions in class…

Involve the entire class in creating a list and descriptions

Use that list as an evaluation tool for student performance

Have the students evaluate each other based on the “rules” 
they have created



CLASSROOM DYNAMICS

Seating Arrangements

Assigned seating? Change it up…

Think about students’ learning styles

Rearrange the classroom

MOVE around the classroom

Use a system to call on every student

Call them to answer questions, OR to ask them



TOOLS TO INCREASE PARTICIPATION

“Thumballs"

Audience response systems (iClicker, Socrative, Poll anywhere, 
Turning Technologies, Elmo, etc.)

Buzzers, whiteboards, …

Games: Jeopardy, Quiz competitions



CLASSROOM DYNAMICS

From the start, establish the fact that everyone WILL participate 
in classroom discussions

Use small group interactions to start the participation in a less 
intimidating way

Reward participation: points, grades, extra credit, or just positive 
feedback for participation (right, wrong, or pointless)



STUPID QUESTIONS ARE AN 
OPPORTUNITY FOR LEARNING

They may point out things that haven’t actually been taught effectively

“But I taught them that!” 

They provide a way to explore different ideas and interpretations

They provide a glimpse into what students do or do not understand, 
and what they (or you) may need to work on

With questions related to medicine, these provide a great chance to 
demonstrate using critical thinking to reach understanding



SO HOW DO YOU RESPOND?

What we want to say…





SOME BETTER RESPONSES?

Get clarification about what is 
REALLY being asked

Answer the question with a 
question: Prompts the student to 
work their way to the answer

Ask other students to answer the 
student’s question

Silence can be powerful…



CHALLENGING QUESTIONS

Things from WAY OUT in left field (unrelated to the topic).

Questions you don’t know the answer to.

Questions that are trying to show that you are wrong.

Argumentative and/or confrontational questions.

Questions focused on the “right answer” rather than 
understanding a concept.



WHAT CHALLENGES YOU?

Questions you find hard to answer?

Students or situations that you have had difficulty 
managing?

Other issues or difficult questions?



WHAT WORKS FOR YOU?

Please share your experiences and examples!



Yes, there is such a thing as a stupid 
question, but ask it anyway…

Because, really, 

Stupid confusion is so much worse!

The Message for our Students:



THANK YOU FOR YOUR TIME!
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