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Nursing instructors must select teaching strategies that foster clinical judgment to prepare nursing students
for licensure and practice. Questioning is not a new strategy, but it is an effective method to engage students
in higher-order thinking including clinical judgment. By scaffolding and sequencing the questions around
Bloom’s Taxonomy, instructors can guide student thinking in a stepwise fashion toward the evaluation and
synthesis levels where clinical judgment occurs. This manuscript provides instructions on how to employ
scaffolded questions to foster clinical judgment.
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Nursing instructors are challenged to prepare students for the
licensure exam as well as practice by engaging them in clinical judg-
ment exercises. Questioning as a teaching strategy is one option.
Sequential, scaffolded questions that apply Bloom’s Taxonomy can
coach a learner through simple recall and comprehension level think-
ing to higher-order thinking (Anderson et al., 2021; Faravani & Taleb,
2020). Early studies demonstrated that nursing faculty, including clini-
cal faculty, tend to rely on questions that elicit lower-order thinking
such as remembering and understanding (Craig & Page, 1981; Phillips
& Duke, 2001; Sellappah et al., 1998). Jessee & Tanner’s (2016) more
recent study identified that university faculty and clinical instructors
used more higher-order questions compared with staff nurses in a pre-
ceptor role. While questioning is not a new instructional method, per-
haps it is time to build upon the work of earlier nursing literature and
refresh instructor skills in questioning (Farmer et al., 2021; Huang
et al., 2016; Jesse & Tanner, 2016; Nichol & Tracy, 2007; Seibert, 2022).
This manuscript will describe the process of sequentially scaffolding
questions to coach nursing students’ clinical judgment.

Scaffolded learning is an instructional design in which student learn-
ing is supported with clues, background information, and direction.
Then, as the student begins to make connections between concepts and
gain confidence, the support is weaned off (Jarvis & Baloyi, 2020). Chen
and colleagues (2021) describe scaffolded learning as “the temporary
assistance given to students to help them with problem solving” (p. 2).
Scaffolded learning can be used to engage students in higher-order
thinking including clinical judgment (Jarvis & Baloyi, 2020; Postma &
White, 2016; Seibert, 2022). To employ scaffolded questions, instructors
sequence question prompts that build upon prior knowledge. The
instructor progressively queries the student with more questions and
thereby guides the student to discover answers and make decisions
(Seibert, 2022). Bloom’s Taxonomy provides a template for instructors
to frame questions that progresses students’ lower-level thinking to
higher-order thinking (Farmer et al., 2021).

In my experience, the process of scaffolding questions can begin in
two ways. The first and most used method is for an instructor to
approach a student with an intention to ascertain the student’s knowl-
edge about their patient, a disease process, or medication or therapy.
The second way to employ scaffolded questions is for an instructor to
reply to a student’s question with a question. Sometimes answering a
student’s question can stop the thinking process (The Foundation for
Critical Thinking, 2019). For instance, when an instructor provides an
answer, the student may take the answer at face value and memorize
it as fact (The Foundation for Critical Thinking, 2019). Memorizing the
instructor’s answer involves recall learning which is the lowest level of
cognition. The Foundation for Critical Thinking (2019) suggests that
students will likely memorize an instructor-provided answer as fact
without the mental work of comprehension, application, analysis, etc.
However, if an instructor replies to the student’s question with a ques-
tion and scaffolds the questions in a way that leads the student to dis-
cover the answer, the student utilizes higher-order thinking
(Makhene, 2019). Furthermore, the use of higher-order thinking may
form connections that could promote long-term memory (Foundation
for Critical Thinking, 2019).

Instructors can learn to use scaffolded questions by following
Bloom’s Taxonomy as a template. Early works by Craig and Page
(1981), Sellappah et al. (1998), and Phillips and Duke (2001) as well as
a more recent tools developed by Farmer et al. (2021) and Nicholl &
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Table 1
Examples of Scaffolded Questions/ Prompts.

Examples of Scaffolded, Sequential Questions

Levels of
Cognition

Question example:
Patient disease

Question example:
Medication

Question example:
Lab value

Remember What is the definition of asthma? What class of medication is furosemide? What lab test will provide insight regard-
ing infection?

Understand Describe the anatomy and physiology of the air-
ways and explain what happens pathologically
in asthma.

Describe the mechanism of action of furosemide? Describe how the body fights infection.

Apply What signs and symptoms do you anticipate for
a patient suffering from an asthma attack?

What effect do you expect to see when you
administer furosemide? What data will you
gather to determine if this medication is
“working” for your patient?

Describe the expected results for a
patient with a bacterial infection.

Analyze Compare the expected findings with the assess-
ment data that you gathered.

According to your patient’s data, how is your
patient tolerating this medication? Is the medi-
cation working?

Based on your patient’s white blood cell
count and differential, do you think
this patient has an infection?

Evaluate Based on your assessment of the patient, is their
condition improving? What assessment find-
ings informed your determination of your
patient’s status?

Did your patient have a positive, negative, or
neutral effect with this medication?

Examine the trends in your patient’s
white blood cell count and vital signs
as well as the culture report. Do you
think this patient’s infection is resolv-
ing or getting worse?

Create Now that you have examined this information
about your patient, what do you plan to do?

Based on your examination of this information,
what do you plan to do (withhold the medica-
tion, call the physician, administer the drug as
prescribed, etc.)?

Knowing this information, what is the
priority intervention?
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Tracy (2007) provide suggestions for questions to ask within each of
Bloom’s levels of cognition. I recommend starting by asking for a defi-
nition (recall), then describing the anatomy, physiology, and patho-
physiology (comprehend). Next in the sequence, ask about expected
assessment findings (apply) and then ask the student to compare
expected findings with actual findings (analyze). The questioning
would progress to inquire if the patient’s status is improving or declin-
ing and what data support that determination (evaluate). The ques-
tioning culminates in asking the student to propose a plan of action
(create). This process scaffolds comprehension that builds from simple
to complex and fromwhat is known to what is yet to be discovered.

For example, an instructor can initiate the process by asking the
student to remember a definition of their patient’s disease. This can
be a simple inquiry like “Tell me what you know about heart failure.”
After the student provides their definition, then the instructor can
build on the definition by asking the student to describe their under-
standing of the normal anatomy and physiology of the heart along
with the disease pathophysiology of heart failure. Next, the instructor
can scaffold the sequence by asking the student to apply knowledge
of the disease state by describing expected assessment findings in
patients with heart failure. Then, the instructor can engage the stu-
dent in analysis by asking them to compare expected assessment find-
ings to the patient’s actual signs and symptoms or the instructor could
request that the student interpret a related lab value such as a brain
natriuretic peptide (BNP) level. Subsequently, the instructor should
prompt the student to evaluate the patient’s status as improving or
declining based on the student’s assessment findings or interpretation
of the lab value. The culmination of the sequential, scaffolded ques-
tioning occurs by asking the student to identify the plan of action.
This question could be as simple as “What will you do next?” The
sequence guides the student to make an informed clinical judgment.

If a student approached the instructor with a question, the
instructor would begin the process in the same way, by asking the
student to first recall what they already know about the topic and
then scaffold questions or prompts in the same sequence as above.
By not answering the question and instead asking questions, an
instructor can help a student discover the answer on their own.
Table 1 provides examples of scaffolded questions that could be
applied for a disease state, a medication, or a diagnostic test.
Implications to Teaching

Scaffolding questions is a teaching skill that can be learned. If used
often, questioning may guide student clinical judgment development.
The sequence can become a “habit of the mind,” a way of thinking,
when faced with clinical decisions, uncertain concepts, or difficult cir-
cumstances. This teaching strategy can enhance student progression
to “thinking like a nurse.”

Scaffolded questions and prompts can be used in any setting to
engage students’ higher-order thinking. For example, this strategy
can be used in clinical settings, seminars, learning labs, and during
simulation debriefings. Furthermore, the process of sequential, scaf-
folded questioning, allows instructors an opportunity to evaluate the
student’s knowledge of medical, pharmacological, and nursing con-
cepts as well as assess their critical thinking and clinical judgment
abilities based on their answers to the questions. Scaffolded question-
ing is not a new teaching strategy, yet now may be the time to revive
instructor skills in using this strategy.
References

Anderson, L. W., Krathwohl, D. R., Airasian, P. W., Cruikshank, K. A., Ma Ver, R. E.,
Pintrich, P. R., Raths, J., & Wittrock, M. C. (2021). A taxonomy for learning, teaching,
and assessing a revision of bloom's taxonomy of educational objectives. Longman
(Abridged ed.).

Chen, L., Lin, T., & Tang, S. (2021). A qualitative exploration of nursing undergraduates’
perceptions towards scaffolding in the flipped classroom of the Fundamental Nurs-
ing Practice Course: A qualitative study. BMC Family Practice, 22(1), 245.
doi:10.1186/s12875-021-01597-4.

Craig, J. L., & Page, G. (1981). The questioning skills of nursing instructors. The Journal of
Nursing Education, 20(5), 18–23. doi:10.3928/0148-4834-19810501-06.

Faravani, A., & Taleb, E. (2020). Teachers use of Bloom’s higher order questions in class
to augment EFL learners’ listening comprehension and critical thinking ability.
Journal of Language and Cultural Education, 8(2), 94–113.

Farmer, R. W., Saner, S., Weingartner, L. A., & Rabalais, G. (2021). Questioning
aid for rich, real-time discussion (QARRD): A tool to improve critical thinking in
clinical settings. MedEdPORTAL, 17, 11132. doi:10.15766/mep_2374-8265.
11132.

Huang, G. C., Lindell, D., Jaffe, L. E., & Sullivan, A. M. (2016). A multi-site study of strate-
gies to teach critical thinking: “why do you think that? Medical Education, 50(2),
236–249. doi:10.1111/medu.12937.

Jarvis, M. A., & Baloyi, O. B. (2020). Scaffolding in reflective journaling: A means to
develop higher order thinking skills in undergraduate learners. International Journal
of Africa Nursing Sciences, 12, 100195. doi:10.1016/j.ijans.2020.100195.

http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1557-3087(22)00115-9/sbref0001
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1557-3087(22)00115-9/sbref0001
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1557-3087(22)00115-9/sbref0001
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1557-3087(22)00115-9/sbref0001
http://dx.doi.org/10.1186/s12875-021-01597-4
http://dx.doi.org/10.3928/0148-4834-19810501-06
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1557-3087(22)00115-9/sbref0004
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1557-3087(22)00115-9/sbref0004
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1557-3087(22)00115-9/sbref0004
http://dx.doi.org/10.15766/mep_2374-8265.<?A3B2 re3j?>11132
http://dx.doi.org/10.15766/mep_2374-8265.<?A3B2 re3j?>11132
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/medu.12937
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ijans.2020.100195


S.A. Seibert / Teaching and Learning in Nursing 18 (2023) 185�187 187
Jessee, M. A., & Tanner, C. A. (2016). Pursuing improvement in clinical reasoning:
Development of the clinical coaching interactions inventory. Journal of Nursing
Education, 55(9), 495–504. doi:10.3928/01484834-20160816-03.

Makhene, A. (2019). The use of the Socratic inquiry to facilitate critical thinking in nurs-
ing education. Health SA = SA Gesondheid, 24, 1224. doi:10.4102/hsag.v24i0.1224.

Nicholl, H. M., & Tracey, C. A. B. (2007). Questioning: a tool in the nurse educator’s kit.
Nurse Education in Practice, 7(5), 285–292. doi:10.1016/j.nepr.2006.09.002.

Phillips, N., & Duke, M. (2001). The questioning skills of clinical teachers and precep-
tors: A comparative study. Journal of Advanced Nursing, 33(4), 523–529.
doi:10.1046/j.1365-2648.2001.01682.x.

Postma, T. C., & White, J. G. (2016). Developing integrated clinical reasoning competen-
cies in dental students using scaffolded case-based learning - Empirical evidence.
European Journal of Dental Education: Official Journal of the Association for Dental
Education in Europe, 20(3), 180–188. doi:10.1111/eje.12159.

Seibert, S. A. (2022). Validated instructional resource to engage nursing students in
critical thinking. Journal of Teaching and Learning in Nursing, 17(3), 263–266.
doi:10.1016/j.teln.2022.01.011.

Sellappah, S., Hussey, T., Blackmore, A. M., & McMurray, A. (1998). The use of question-
ing strategies by clinical teachers. Journal of Advanced Nursing, 28(1), 142–148.
doi:10.1046/j.1365-2648.1998.00776.x.

Thinking, The Foundation for Critical (2019). The role of Socratic questioning in think-
ing, teaching, and learning. Criticalthinking.org. Https://www.criticalthinking.
org/pages/the-role-of-socratic-questioning-in-thinking-teaching-amp-learning/
522. Accessed June 1, 2022.

http://dx.doi.org/10.3928/01484834-20160816-03
http://dx.doi.org/10.4102/hsag.v24i0.1224
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.nepr.2006.09.002
http://dx.doi.org/10.1046/j.1365-2648.2001.01682.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/eje.12159
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.teln.2022.01.011
http://dx.doi.org/10.1046/j.1365-2648.1998.00776.x
http://Https://www.criticalthinking.org/pages/the-role-of-socratic-questioning-in-thinking-teaching-amp-learning/522
http://Https://www.criticalthinking.org/pages/the-role-of-socratic-questioning-in-thinking-teaching-amp-learning/522
http://Https://www.criticalthinking.org/pages/the-role-of-socratic-questioning-in-thinking-teaching-amp-learning/522

	Scaffolding questions to foster higher order thinking
	Implications to Teaching
	References


