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DESIGNING QUESTIONS TOWARD THINKING AND
@ UNDERSTANDING RATHER THAN ANSWERS

by Margarer G. MReown, Ph.D. and lsabel L. Beck, Ph.D.

Have you ever noticed when people
say “that’s a good question” they
don't have a ready answer? We think
that not having a ready answer may be
very relevant to what makes a good
guestion, and we will retum to ths
notion later, But we begin by consider-
ing the status and potential of question-
asking as an instructional technique.

Status of Question-asking

Question asking is one of the pro-
cessing components that underlies com-
prehension, problem-solving, and other
cognitive abilities (Otero & Graesser,
submitted). The use of questions as an
instructional device has a long history;
as Tharp and Gallimore (1988) point
out, Plato first argued that questioning
is the sine qua non of teaching. Indeed,
studies do show that asking questions
can improve students’ learning of text
material. Bur results of such studies are
mixed (Trabasso, van den Broek, & Liu
1988), and the learning gains following
questioning are often small {Pressley et
al., 1992).

To understand why these results
are =0 often unimpressive, let us begin
with considering what gquestions In
classrooms typically look like. Study
after study, from at least 1908 through
1997, paint the same picture: the large
majority of questions asked in class-
rooms follow the IRE pattern {Cazden,
1988); the teacher Irutiates a gquestion
{(“Where does the action take place?,
the student Responds, usually briefly
(“near Chicage®™), and the teacher
Evaluates ("OK™) and then goes on to
ask another, not necessarly related,
question. This format keeps things very
orderly, Since students rely mostly on
simple recall, they frequently get the
answer correct and the teacher can
judge instantly if the response is correct.

The Good Cuestion

Cne big problem with the [RE is
that the goal of a correct response can
overwhelm the guestioning enterprise,
It often drives teachers to Tame a ques-
tion so tightly around an answer that
srudents can't miss: “5o Goldilocks went

into the house owned by the three
" That may help students deliv-
er the answer, but it does not promote
their understanding. This brings us back
to our initial notion of a good question:
When people say “that’s a good ques-
tion" they tend not to know the answer
immediately. Rather, it often means that
they need to think about the question.
The point of asking students questions
as part of instruction is not to have stu-
dents get the answers right It is to
reveal where students are in what they
know and to help them build under-
standing of what they don't know.

To build understanding, a reader
needs to identify ideas, think-through
what they mean and how they connect
to each other and to what the reader
already knows, and then frame those
ideas, connections, and knowledge into
a coherent representation. [Ewe ask the
kind of questions that students get
“right” with ease, then we are not pro-
moting a thoughtful comprehension
process, but asking chem merely to
report what they already know.

To be tuly productive of students’
comprehension of what they read,
questions have w leave room for stu-
dents to build meaning rather than too
directly pointing them to the answers.
An illuseradion of this “leaving room”
occurred when we were doing some
planning with junior high teachers for
an upcoming story, The Tiger's Heart
(Kjelgard, 1996), which is an interesting,
ironic tale that begins with the line “The
approaching jungle night was, initself, a
threat.” The Frst two paragraphs in the
story describe how strange and fright-
ening the jungle became at night, and
how well the village inhabitants knew
every inch of the jungle during the day.

Consider the kind of student think-
ing prompted by the following ques-
tions: “How is the author comparng
and contrasting the jungle at night and
in the day?” in contast to “What's this
all about? The frst question already
sets up that the author's intent is to con-
trast the jungle at night and during the
day-but isn't that what we want stu-
dents to build from reading this? 3o
why zive them that framework?

Framing questions so that students
have to do more of the thinking brings
us into messy territory. Rather than
immediate, well-formed responses,
what may surface is cognitive turmeoil
as students struggle with ideas. Butitis
students’ unrestrzined attempts at
meaning-making that allow oppertuni-
des for understanding to grow.  And
Erom the teaching side, letting the
process e messy puts student thinkd
into play where it can be facilitated.

Engaging Students with
Questions

We entered this messy territory
when we began to work on a project to
develop ways to help students engage
with what they read. The project
resulted in Cuestioning the Author
{CtA), an instructional approach aimed
to help students build understanding by
grappling with and responding to the
ideas they read abour (Beck, McKeowr,
Worthy, Sandora, & Kucan, 1996
McKeown 8 Beck, 1999).

QA operates around open gueries,
such as "What is the author trying to
say?” and “How does that connect to
whatwe read sbout before?" Belowr we
present an example from a QtA lesson
in a sixth grade classroom. The class is
reading Theodore Taylors novel, The
Cay (1995}, in which a boy, Philip, and
an old man, Timethy, have been ship-
wreclked on an island and Philip lost his
sight during the accident. In the excerpt
that follows, Philip is beginning to feel
his way around the island, trying to
conquer fear of his blindness.

Timothy had fashioned a cane
for me, and ] was now using it to
feel my way around the island, |
fell down often, bur unless [ fell
into sea grape, it did nothurr, Even
then, [ only got a few scratches.

Slowly, T was beginning to
know the island. By myself, keep-
ing my feet in the damp sand,
which meant [ was near the water,
| walked the whole way around it
Tirnothy was very proud of me.
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