
ActivitiesWHAT IS IT?
The 5 whys is a problem solving 
strategy used to explore the underlying 
reason for a particular problem. 
Over a series of ‘why’ questions 
the questioner(s) follows a problem 
through to its root cause to discover 
the real reasons behind a problem 
rather than have the discussion stay 
focused on superficial issues.

WHY USE IT?
Asking ‘5 why’ questions can develop 
students’ problem solving abilities and 
their capacity to detect process issues. 
The 5 whys could be used to unpack 
real life examples of problems in 
practice. It can be used to:
•  analyse a series of prompt 

questions, problems or scenarios
•  scaffold the idea of causation, and 

the process of unpacking problems
•  encourage critical thinking

HOW DOES IT WORK?
Explain to the class the rationale 
behind the ‘5 Whys’ process, 
highlighting the need to stay focused 
on the central issue ad keep the 
process moving (only one or two 
minutes per question). Stress that no 
‘one’ pathway will satisfactorily solve 
every problem. Discern the broad focus 
area and pose the initial ‘Why’ question 
to learning teams. After each student 
briefly suggests an answer to the first 
‘why’, the team chooses the response 
that meets general agreement and 
frames a second why question. The 
same process is framed for the next 
three questions and then the group  
is asked to report back to the rest of 
the class. See Resources for examples.

 
Provide the students with a 5 whys or 
“fishbone” worksheet (see Resources), or 
whiteboard markers. Set the problem or 
scenario and allow them to work through 
a set of 5 why questions. You can use 
the visualizer to share paper worksheets 
with the class and discuss outcomes.
 

  USING UONLINE

Send an editable worksheet to each 
workstation to facilitate collaborative work. 
Exhibit each group’s work to enable class 
discussion of responses. Collect copies 
of worksheets at the end of the activity, 
and upload them as shared resources in 
Blackboard to enable review or to prompt 
further online activities. 

1.  Create or download a worksheet for  
your preferred 5 whys approach (e.g a  
fishbone template). Bring this worksheet 
to class on your USB.

2.  Click the Window menu item, and select 
Show File Transfer Library.

3.  Use the File Transfer Library to upload 
your 5 whys worksheet, and prompt 
students to save a copy to a folder on  
their workstation (e.g. Documents, 
Desktop).

4.  Groups can edit and save the file to  
record their 5 whys responses to the 
topic or issue.

5.  Use the Give Moderator Privileges 
option to allow groups to share 
their responses to the class via the 
Application Sharing tool.

6.  Groups could upload their files to 
submission areas in a Blackboard 
course site. Students can also save the 
files onto individual USB drives at eack 
workstation - allow extra time at the 
end of the class for this.

7.  You could design online activities to 
make use of files uploaded to 
Blackboard to promote further 
discussion or planning activities.
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  USING PEN & PAPER OR 
WHITEBOARDS

HAVE YOU TRIED THE 5 WHYS?

     Using UONline tools in your classroom 

RESOURCES

Download the full Collaborate  
Moderator’s Guide from:  
https://en-us.help.blackboard.com/@
api/deki/files/12929/Blackboard_
Collaborate_Web_Conferencing_
Essentials_for_Moderators_PDF.pdf

Sample 5 whys worksheet (.docx):  
https://bold-space.newcastle.edu.au/
space/resources/5whys.docx

5 whys in practice:  
http://www.fastcodesign.com/ 
1669738/to-get-to-the-root-of-a-
hard-problem-just-ask-why-five-times

5 whys Ishikawa diagrams:  
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/ 
Ishikawa_diagram

Using a fishbone (Ishikawa) diagram 
for the 5 whys: http://www.bulsuk.
com/2009/08/using-fishbone-
diagram-to-perform-5-why.html
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