
The Essential Question   

 At the heart of this project lies the essential question, 
which each student constructs after choosing a general 
topic of interest. The question is derived from intellectual 
curiosity and provokes serious contemplation, more 
questions and connections between subjects. 1  For 
example, a student curious about ethics in science may 
ask the following essential question: How far should we 
tamper with our own  biology and chemistry? To answer 
this question in the Exhibition a student may write a 
research paper on the history of ethics in science, create a 
project that tests the question itself, and publish a short 
film taking a stance about the future of ethical science. A 
student interested in the composition of music might ask: 
Is it more difficult to be a composer or a rocker? This 
student may develop a research paper about arranging 
and performing music in both fields, compose a piece of 
music, and then perform and record the piece for a film 
reproduction. With either one of these examples, the 
student will look outside the school walls and seek 
guidance from experts in the field. Moreover, these 
potential Exhibitions, based on an essential question, 
allow our students to pursue individual passions, use a 
variety of academic skill sets and take pride in presenting 
their findings and work before a community-based 
audience. 

1 Wiggins, Grant. Understanding by Design: What is an essential question? 
November 2007. “A question is essential when it causes genuine and 
relevant inquiry into the big ideas and core content; provokes deep 
thought, lively discussion, sustained inquiry, and new understanding as 
well as more questions; requires students to consider alternatives, weigh 
evidence, support their ideas, and justify their answers; stimulates vital, 
on-going rethinking of big ideas, assumptions, and prior lessons; sparks 
meaningful connections with prior learning and personal experience; 
naturally recurs, creating opportunities for transfer to other situations 
and subjects.” http:// 
www.authenticeducation.org/bigideas/article.lasso?artId=53 


