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INTRODUCTION
Why Essential Questions Matter

Essential questions are the bridge between curriculum
content and student engagement. They help students
understand not just what they're learning, but why it matters
to their lives.

Great essential questions:

e Spark genuine curiosity and discussion
Connect to students’ experiences and interests
Have no single "right” answer
Encourage deeper thinking and exploration
Remain relevant beyond the classroom

This worksheet will guide you through creating essential
questions that transform your curriculum from a list of topics
into a compelling learning journey.
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STEP 1: IDENTIFY YOUR CONTENT
Content Foundation

What content/topic/unit are you designing an essential
question for?
Topic or Unit:

What are the key standards or learning goals for this
content/topic/unit?

Standard/Goal 1:
Standard/Goal 2:
Standard/Goal 3:

Al Helper: Try this prompt to clarify dense standards
language: "Rewrite this learning standard in simple, teacher-
friendly language: [paste your standard]"

What specific knowledge or skills do students need to
gain?
Knowledge:
Skills:
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STEP 2: CONNECT TO STUDENT LIVES
Real-World Connection

How does this content connect to students' current lives?
How might students use this knowledge or skill in the future?
Personal Connections:

Al Helper: Generate connection ideas with this prompt: "What essential
question would help [grade level] students see why [your topic] matters
to their lives?" Give me 5 specific examples."

Ask Al to connect your content to current events: "What are 3 current
examples or applications of [your topic] that would interest [grade level]
students?”

Al Helper: Explore career connections: "What careers actively use [your
content/skill] and what does that look like day-to-day?"

What problems in the world does this content help address?
Global/community relevance:

Al Helper: Find real-world applications: "What current global or
community challenges could be better understood or solved using [your
topic]?"

What would make a student genuinely curious about this
topic?
Curiosity sparks:

Al Helper: Brainstorm curiosity hooks: "What surprising, controversial, or
mysterious aspects of [your topic] would make teenagers want to learn
more?"
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STEP 3: DRAFT YOUR QUESTIONS
Question Development

Using the Essential Question Starters below, draft 3-5 potential
essential questions.

Essential Question Starters:
How does... affect/influence/shape...?
Why does... matter to...?
What would happen if...?
How can we use... to...?
What makes...?
How do we decide/determine...?
What is the relationship between... and...?
How has... changed over time and why?

Draft Question 1:
Draft Question 2:
Draft Question 3:
Draft Question 4:
Draft Question 5:

Al Helper: Boost your brainstorming with this prompt: "Generate 5
essential questions about [your topic] for [grade level] students. Focus
on questions that connect to their lives and encourage deep thinking
rather than simple recall."

Remember: Al can generate ideas, but YOU know your students best.
Use Al suggestions as starting points, then adapt them to fit your
classroom context and student needs.
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STEP 4: REFINE YOUR QUESTIONS
Quality Check

Test each draft question against these criteria.
Circle Y for Yes, N for No:

Ql Q2 Q3 Q4 Q5
Written in accessible language for student use? Y/N Y/N Y/N Y/N Y/N

Open-ended (no single answer)? Y/NY/NY/NY/NY/N
Connects to student experience? Y/NY/NY/NY/NY/N
Encourages deep thinking? Y/NY/NY/NY/NY/N
Sparks genuine curiosity? Y/NY/NY/NY/NY/N
Aligns to your learning standards/goals? Y/NY/NY/NY/NY/N

Can it be explored over time? Y/NY/NY/NY/NY/N

Question with the most "Y" responses:
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STEP 5: FINALIZE AND PLAN
Your Essential Question

My essential question for this unit is:

How will you introduce this question to students?
Introduction strategy:

How will students explore this question throughout the unit?
Exploration activities:

How will students demonstrate their thinking about this
question?
Culminating evidence:
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NEXT STEPS
Making Essential Questions Work

Remember: The best essential questions become a thread that runs
through your unit and possibly your course or program. Students should
revisit them frequently, and their ability to think critically and complexly
about the question itself becomes more refined over time.

Tips for Success:
Post the question prominently in your classroom
Reference it during lessons: "How does this connect to our essential
question?"
Have students reflect on their evolving thinking
Use it to guide assessment design

Ready to Transform Your Curriculum?

Essential questions are one foundational element of comprehensive
curriculum design. Learn how systematic curriculum storyboard
methodology can help you create complete learning experiences that
engage students and support teachers through research-based narrative
design principles.

Professional curriculum transformation requires expert guidance in
advanced questioning frameworks, systematic implementation strategies,
and ongoing support for sustainable change. Visit allisonzmuda.com for
more information.

This introductory worksheet was created by Allison Zmuda, curriculum
design consultant and co-author of "Streamlining the Curriculum: Using
the Storyboard Approach to Frame Compelling Learning Journeys."
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