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This story about powerful questions was  told by Toke Paludan Møller as part of a gathering of Café hosts in Denmark.  Our Danish colleague, Finn Voldtofte invited 10 

experienced  Café hosts  to join a day long  "learning expedition" to explore 

deeper principles and insights from our Café experiences throughout the 

world. 

Maybe I have a story to tell, says Toke, The City Council of a small community in Denmark decided to take the initiative to redefine their educational mission and the principles that would guide the educational system in the future. 

They knew they couldn‚t keep going on the same old indstrialist track.  The 

vice headmaster of the little public school there, a village with only about 

300 school children in 13 classes, contacted me since she had been at a Café 

for educators that I had hosted.

The vice headmaster wanted to include more people.  I went there and talked 

with the headmaster, and some of the parents as well as a number of teachers. 

I asked them "What about the children?" Are they going to also be able to 

look at the question of what the future might be?  It‚s their future you are 

going to re-define.

They said,  "we can‚t  bring all of them to the Café  but we do have a 

student council that represents the 300 kids.  I said, "yes, but you can have 

all 300 kids be a part of it beforehand, even though they can‚t all come to 

the meeting."  And they said, "Children don‚t know how to think about these 

kinds of questions."  And I said, "how do you know this?"  Well, the 

headmaster and a few others trusted me so they decided to give it a try.

You know what happened?  We decided to give the children the same question that we were going to use as the start-up question for the Café with the parents, teachers, and staff?   

What could a good school also be? 

The children took charge of it, from kindergarten all the way up to eighth 

grade.  And every class answered this question in their own way.  They 

decided it themselves, asking the teachers only if they  needed help with the 

process.  Out of about 250 statements they gathered, each of the 13 classes 

did one combined statement for each class.  Then these ideas were given to 

the members of the school council,  7 girls and 5 or 6 boys, who were invited 

to the Café to present their classmates perspectives on the question.

When the parents heard that this was happening, they got so excited that they 

said, "we want to think about the question beforehand, too.!"  And they used 

e-mail and self-organized themselves to a meeting to work with this question.  The night before the meeting the parents representative called me and she was high, telling me, "this is the most exciting time I‚ve been part of here."

And then the next day we did the Café. Everyone was there˜the  teachers, the  

headmasters, representatives of the parents, student council members, and other staff from the school – 55 people in all.

The first question that we asked in the Café was the same one What /could a 

good school also be?  And everybody was presenting their ideas to everyone 

else in the Café rounds.

And then, in the next Café phase we asked,  

"Okay, what principles are in here that you want to have in your future together? And what else do you want to say about the future based on these ideas?"  

But it all came from the simple question What could a good school also be?

And from of all the kids‚ input to the question of "What could a good school 

also be?," the student representative made something so incredible˜the ten 

commandments for the parents, the ten commandments for the children, and the ten commandments for the teachers.  

When the students presented these 10 commandment statements on the wall at the Cafe,  you should have seen the grown ups.  It was ten times worth the 

money I got to do this.  The parents and the teachers stood back asking 

themselves, "Are our children really able to think like this?"  In that 

moment, I don‚t know how many "castle walls" broke down in their heads about what great things were possible with their children.

What did I learn about making questions from this?  Well, it‚s harder to find 

the good, the right questions than it is to run the Café itself! I worked a 

lot with the school people to find the right question. It was also farming 

country and we had to know the culture of that area.

We went back and forth on it.  The question was not how could the school be 

better? It was what could a good school also be?  The question did not imply 

action or fixing things and it had no judgement about what was already 

happening. It was more an invitation to the imagination of what might be 

possible.

I also think if we make the question too complicated, too sophisticated, then 

we take something important away from the question.  It has to be simple 

enough and deep enough so that even a child can relate to it. Can the 

question evoke the secret, the possibilities of the universe even from a 

child?  I think this is true even when children are not part of the process.  
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