Open-ended Questions

“Forty-two!” yelled Loonquawl. “Is that all you’ve got to show for seven and a half million years’ work?”
“I checked it very thoroughly,” said the computer, “and that quite definitely is the answer. I think the problem, to be quite honest with you, is that you’ve never actually known what the question is.” 

“But it was the Great Question! The Ultimate Question of Life, the Universe and Everything!” howled Loonquawl.

“Yes,” said Deep Thought, with the air of one who suffers fools gladly, “but what actually is it?”
A slow stupefied silence crept over the men as they stared at the computer and then at each other.

“Well, you know, it’s just Everything ... Everything...” offered Phouchg weakly.

“Exactly!” said Deep Thought. “So once you do know what the question actually is, you’ll know what the answer means.”
       —From The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy by Douglas Adams (1979)
Literature asks important questions about your life and your identity as a human being. The books we admire and enjoy the most are usually the ones that ask those nagging questions we sometimes try to forget: Why am I here? What does it mean to be human? Literature is worthwhile because it inspires us to return to these tough questions and helps us to see beyond our opinions, our lazy assumptions, and our narrow-mindedness. Along these lines, the famous Athenian philosopher, Socrates, once claimed that the “unexamined life is not worth living.” And Trinity in The Matrix tells the would-be hero that “It’s the question that drives us, Neo. It’s the question that brought you here.” Only when a book encourages us to examine ourselves and our culture with passionate intensity can it be called literature. In this English class, we will focus on the questions that literature brings to our attention and discover where those questions can lead us.
Nonetheless, in order for literature and life to open their mysteries to us, we need to question them. Open-ended questions are questions that you ask of yourself and of the literature you’re reading to help you get more involved in the text. Literature, like life itself, gets more beautiful and begins to respond with eloquence when you question it relentlessly. Getting in the habit of questioning will increase your reading comprehension, just as questioning your life will help you understand it. 

Asking good questions about the literature you are reading and the life you are living is an acquired skill. Good open-ended questions possess these qualities:
· They provoke thinking and generate discussion.

· They focus on how and why, rather than on who, what, or when.

· They cannot be answered with a simple yes or no. 

· They are not factually oriented.

Here are some sample questions. Which are open-ended and which are not?
1. Why is To Kill a Mockingbird narrated from a child’s perspective?

2. What is the name of Scout’s brother?

3. Why does Atticus kill Tim Johnson?

4. What does the death of Tim Johnson symbolize?

5. Is there prejudice in To Kill a Mockingbird?
6. Does Scout really understand Arthur Radley’s perspective, as the final pages suggest?

7. What kind of guy is Bob Ewell?

8. What is the significance of Atticus’s acquiescing to Heck Tate’s deception in the last chapter?
