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Using Questions to Drive Content Area 
Learning: Revising Old Favorites

Questions are a powerful tool in content area 
learning because they promote comprehen-
sion. Asking a just- right question can unlock 

all kinds of learning for students. Questions can 
frame inquiry, guide thinking, and allow students 
to consider information in new ways. Questions can 
also generate discussions, lead to new insights, and 
promote deeper exploration of facts and ideas. Yet, 
just as they are potentially powerful, questions can 
also do damage. Poorly constructed questions can 
stifle learning, intimidate students, and limit cre-
ative thinking. Interestingly, the types of questions 
teachers ask can influence students’ reading habits. 
For example, if teachers ask a lot of literal questions, 
students learn to focus their reading on that type of 
information.

The overall effect size of questioning, ac-
cording to Hattie (2012), is 0.48. This is slightly 
above the average in his database (0.40), but not 
by much. It might be because questioning is of-
ten not planned and the types of questions ac-
tually asked limit students’ learning and think-
ing. Consider that Durkin (1978) reported that 
questioning was the most commonly used strat-
egy to develop comprehension. Almost no com-
prehension instruction was provided. She also 
noted that the questions teachers asked were 
primarily used to determine mastery of fac-
tual knowledge and rarely used to foster criti-
cal thinking skills. This is especially troubling 
given that teachers have many other tools to 
teach and develop students’ comprehension of 
texts. As Cazden (1988) noted, most question-
ing uses an Initiate- Respond- Evaluate cycle in 
which the teacher initiates a question, a stu-
dent responds, and the teacher evaluates the 
answer. We call this approach “guess what’s in 
the teacher’s mind.” No wonder questioning has 
a middling effect size, given the misuses of ques-
tioning that abound. However, we think it does 
not have to be that way. It seems reasonable to 
suggest that effective questioning could have a 
much higher impact on students’ learning. The 
research we have reviewed thus far focused on 
teachers asking questions, but it is important to 

note that student- generated questions and self- 
questioning have a higher effect size of 0.55. As 
shown in the examples that follow, both teachers 
and students need to be asking questions. We fo-
cus on three tools, all developed years ago, that 
can increase the value and impact of questioning.

Question–Answer Relationships
Question–Answer Relationships (QAR) is an instruc-
tional strategy designed to teach students how to 
locate and formulate answers to questions about a 
reading (Raphael, 1982, 1984, 1986). This is accom-
plished by first teaching students about four ques-
tion types. Two of the types are explicit questions, 
meaning that the answer can be found explicitly in 
the text:

1. Right There: These questions contain wording 
that comes directly from the text, with an an-
swer often found in a single sentence.

2. Think and Search: These questions are also de-
rived directly from the text, but the answer 
must be formulated across more than one 
sentence.

The other two types of questions are implicit, 
meaning that the answer cannot be located directly 
in the text and must be formulated by using what 
the reader knows as well:

3. Author and You: These implicit questions re-
quire the reader to use both information 
learned in the text and his or her own back-
ground knowledge to answer.

4. On Your Own: These questions require the 
reader to use prior knowledge to answer. 
In this case, the text may or may not be 
needed.

It is helpful to think of these as book and brain 
questions. Right There and Think and Search are 
book questions because the answers can be found 
directly in the text. In contrast, Author and You 
and On Your Own questions are brain questions, in 
that readers must consider what they know as well 
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as what they have learned from the reading. The 
QAR approach “clarifies how students can approach 
the task of reading texts and answering questions” 
(Raphael, 1986, p. 517).

Tim Conrad has introduced QAR to his fifth- 
grade students. He has modeled the types of ques-
tions and provided students with examples of the 
range of questions they may be asked. He also has 
a poster with the question types hanging in his 
room and the same information posted in the on-
line learning management system his school uses, 
so students can assess the information any time 
they need to (see Figure  1). During their unit of 
study on the digestive system, students worked in 
groups of three or four to develop online posters us-
ing Glogster (http://edu.glogster.com). In preparation 
for creating their posters, students were provided a 
wide range of reading materials and were encour-
aged to ask and answer questions about the text 
they were reading. Groups created questions and 
then shared their questions with other groups to 
read and answer.

Mr. Conrad told students,

Before you create your online posters, make sure you 
really understand the digestive system. Read a lot and 
ask questions. Trade your books and questions with 
other groups. Remember, we will have a test on this 
material, and it will include informational texts and an 
essay. All of this work is supposed to help us under-
stand the information.

As part of the preparation, Mr. Conrad provided 
his students with sample questions that they might 
use while reading for information. In addition, each 
group was expected to use QAR to engage others in 
understanding the text. One of the groups selected 
The Digestive System by Christine Taylor- Butler (2008) 
and developed a series of questions about the text, 
including these:

■	Where are proteins found? (Right There)
■	How do ice-cold drinks affect the digestive sys-

tem? (Right There)
■	How long does it take to digest an average 

sandwich? (Think and Search)
■	What would happen if your body did not make 

bile? (Author and You)
■	What kind of starches do you eat? (On Your 

Own)

Questioning the Author
Questioning the Author (QtA) is a questioning ap-
proach that focuses on analyzing the author’s pur-
pose. It invites readers to interact with information 
and build meaning as they discuss the texts with 
others (Beck, McKeown, Hamilton, & Kucan, 1997). 
These questions help students develop ideas rather 
than restate information directly from the text. QtA 
requires that students engage with ideas and con-

Figure 1 
Question–Answer Relationships

Question type Description Question stems

In the text (book questions)
Right There Words in the question and answer are directly stated in the 

text. It is explicit, and the words or phrases can usually be 
found within one sentence.

■	 How many…?
■	 Who is…?
■	 Where is…?
■	 What is…?

Think and Search Information is in the text, but readers must think and make 
connections between passages in the text.

■	 The main idea is…
■	 What caused…?

In your head (brain questions)
Author and You Readers need to think about what they already know, what 

the author tells them in the text, and how it fits together.
■	 The author implies…
■	 The passage suggests…
■	 The author’s attitude…

On Your Own The question requires readers to use prior knowledge to 
answer. The text may or may not be needed.

■	 In your own opinion…
■	 Based on your experience…
■	 What would you do if…?

http://edu.glogster.com
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cepts while reading and moves their inquiry into 
deeper levels of meaning as students explore the is-
sues raised in the text. They work on understand-
ing the perspective of the author and learn that they 
might have a different perspective or that other 
authors have different perspectives. As Beck et al. 
noted, QtA provides students with opportunities to 
“construct the meaning, wrestle with the ideas, and 
consider the ways information connects to construct 
meaning” (p. 33). Table 1 shows QtA queries.

Beck and colleagues (1997) suggested the follow-
ing steps for using QtA:

1. Select a passage that is interesting and that 
can spur a good conversation.

2. Decide appropriate stopping points where you 
think your students need to obtain a greater 
understanding.

3. Create queries or questions for each stopping 
point. 
■	 What is the author trying to say?
■	 Why do you think the author used this 

phrase?
■	 Does this make sense to you?

4. Display a short passage to your students, 
along with one or two queries you have de-
signed ahead of time.

5. Model for your students how to think through 
the queries.

6. Ask students to read and work through the 
queries you have prepared for their readings.

In Amber Watkins’s third- grade class, stu-
dents question the author on a regular basis. For 
example, during their study of “American heroes 
who took risks to secure our freedoms” (California 
Department of Education, 2000, p. 10), the students 
were engaged in a study of the book Separate Is 
Never Equal: Sylvia Mendez and Her Family’s Fight for 
Desegregation by Duncan Tonatiuh (2014).

Ms. Watkins had a number of questions ready 
but also invited students to generate questions that 
could guide their discussions. These were some of 
the questions she prepared:

■	What is the author trying to say when he draws 
Sylvia this way [pointing to a picture of Sylvia 
walking in the school hallway with her head 
down]?

■	What is the author’s message when he de-
scribes the difference in skin and hair colors 
between Sylvia and her cousins?

■	The author describes Hoover Elementary 
School, also known as “the Mexican school.” 
What is the author trying to say about the 

Table 1 
Questioning the Author

Goal Queries
Initiate discussion What is the author trying to say?

What is the author’s message?
What is the author talking about?

Help students focus on the author’s message That’s what the author says, but what does it mean?
Help students link information How does that connect with what the author already told us?

How does that fit in with what the author already told us?
What information has the author added here that connects or fits in 

with ___?
Identify difficulties with the way the author 
has presented information or ideas

Does that make sense?
Is that said in a clear way?
Did the author explain that clearly? Why or why not? What’s 

missing? What do we need to figure out or find out?
Encourage students to refer to the text 
either because they’ve misinterpreted a text 
statement or to help them recognize that 
they’ve made an inference

Did the author tell us that?
Did the author give us the answer to that?

Note. From “Questioning the Author: A Yearlong Classroom Implementation to Engage Students With Text,” by I.L. Beck, M.G. McKeown, C. Sandora, L. 
Kucan, and J. Worthy, 1996, The Elementary School Journal, 96(4), p. 389. Copyright 1996 by the University of Chicago. Reprinted with permission.
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school? How does this connect with what we 
already know from this book?

The students in Ms. Watkins’s class also gen-
erated a number of questions that they wanted to 
ask the author. For example, Ivan asked the group, 
“Why does the author talk about the swimming pool 
and show the sign that says ‘No Dogs or Mexicans 
Allowed’?” The discussion that this question spurred 
focused on the information found in the text and 
the inferences students had drawn based on their 
reading. Part of the conversation among students in 
their groups included the following:

Jamie: I think he is telling us that it wasn’t just in 
schools?

Arturo: What wasn’t?

Jamie: The way people talked about people, especial-
ly Mexicans. Remember when we read about 
Rosa Parks? They talked about black people 
like that, too. And black people couldn’t go in 
some swimming pools, remember?

Ivan: I  d id n’t  k now t hat  i t  happ ene d t o 
Mexicans.

Arturo: So, lots of people were against us? I mean, 
not just in school but like in stores, too?

Ivan: Yeah, I think that is what the author is say-
ing, that it was a big problem in California 
and that people got discriminated against, 
like Rosa Parks and Martin Luther King Jr.

The discussion continued, with students asking 
the author various questions and then talking about 
the information from the text, what they knew about 
the world, and their perspectives. Eventually, stu-
dents wrote about the trends they observed in the 
heroes who were profiled, drawing evidence from 
the texts they had read. Learning to question the au-
thor helped the students in Ms. Watkins’s class stay 
focused on the text, consider the author’s perspec-
tive, and think about what they were learning during 
reading.

Reciprocal Teaching
In addition to specific approaches that facilitate con-
tent area learning through high- quality questions, 
questioning can be integrated into comprehen-
sion strategy instruction using reciprocal teach-
ing. Reciprocal teaching is used in student- directed 
groups of three to five who work collaboratively to 

understand a piece of text (Palincsar & Brown, 1984). 
The text is segmented into smaller chunks, allowing 
students to engage in periodic discussions through-
out the reading. This is accomplished using a struc-
tured format that is performed several times until 
the piece is complete. The teacher may create the 
stopping points for discussions in advance, or the 
group may decide how best to break up the text. At 
each stopping point, students use four kinds of com-
prehension strategies to understand the text:

1. Questioning the text by asking literal and in-
ferential questions of one another

2. Clarifying understanding through discussion 
of how a confusing point might be cleared up 
(e.g., using a dictionary, checking the glossary, 
asking the teacher)

3. Summarizing the main ideas of the passage

4. Predicting what the author will discuss next, 
based on prior knowledge

The use of this instructional strategy is wide-
spread in schools for good reason: A considerable 
number of studies have documented the positive 
impact of reciprocal teaching. Hattie (2012) report-
ed an effect size of 0.74, well above average. As a 
student- centered process, this strategy has been 
found to be motivating to students considered at 
risk (e.g., Palincsar & Herrenkohl, 2002). Rosenshine 
and Meister (1994) reviewed 16 separate studies on 
reciprocal teaching and found the strategy to be ef-
fective in a wide range of classroom settings.

As with the other questioning strategies, the 
techniques used in reciprocal teaching must first 
be taught so students are comfortable using them 
in collaborative groups. Each role is modeled until 
all have been introduced. We advise practicing each 
role separately until students are ready to use all the 
strategies together in a group meeting. This means 
that there is a series of lessons where everyone in 
the group uses prediction, followed by a series on 
summarizing, and so forth. Previously taught strat-
egies are systematically integrated with newer ones 
until all four can be used smoothly.

Many teachers use role sheets in the beginning 
of the year to support student dialogue within the 
group and fade them out as students become more 
proficient at using reciprocal teaching. Because the 
text is not read in advance but chunked, read, and 
discussed in the same sitting, the question stems 
can be useful when group members are at a loss for 
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what to say next. These role sheets are shown in 
Figure 2.

The students in Jovita Salazar’s physical educa-
tion class are in the gym. Before they play basket-
ball, they will read a short article about the histo-
ry of the game from the Junior NBA (https://jr.nba.
com/james-naismith-invention-basketball/). Ms. 
Salazar’s students knew how to engage in recip-
rocal teaching because the teachers in her school 
use this approach on a regular basis. She wanted 
her students to talk about the text at three differ-
ent places, and she indicated this on the copies her 
students would use. Given their familiarity with the 
process, Ms. Salazar did not spend time reviewing 
the comprehension strategies. Rather, she estab-
lished the purpose of the lesson and invited stu-
dents to move into their groups and begin reading 
and talking. Excerpts from the discussion of one 
of the groups illustrate the ways in which student 
thinking progressed.

Amal: So, there wasn’t anything for the students 
to play because it was too cold or they might 
damage things inside. [Summarizer]

Luis: It’s not really a target like we think about a 
target. The basket is the target, not a bull’s 
eye. [Clarifier]

Andy: How many players were on the original 
teams? How many players are on a team 
now? [Questioner]

Tori: I think we’re going to learn more about how 
the game changed and what the new rules 
are that we will use. [Predicter]

Andy: Are there any games from when we were 
younger that we could make into a new game 
and be famous like Naismith? [Questioner]

Conclusion
The strategies that we profiled in this column are 
not new. They have a history of success and evi-
dence. They are old favorites of ours, and we hope 
that they are not overlooked. These approaches de-
serve to be widely implemented in classrooms be-
cause they work to engage students in content area 
learning. Rather than asking only recall or literal 
questions, teachers should develop questioning hab-
its that include a wide range of question types and 
invite students into the process of asking questions. 
We believe that the effect size of questioning, when 
implemented well, is much higher than is reported in 

Figure 2 
Role Sheets for Reciprocal Teaching

Predict

We look and listen for clues that will tell us what may 
happen next or what we will learn from the text.

Good predictions are based on
■	 What we already know
■	 What we understand from the text
■	 What pictures, charts, or graphs tell us

I think…
I predict…
I bet…
I wonder…

Question

We test ourselves about what we just read by asking 
ourselves questions.

We see if we really understand and can identify what is 
important.

We ask different kinds of questions:
■	 Factual questions: 
■	 Who, what, when, where?

■	 Interpretive questions: 
■	 How, why?

■	 Beyond-the-text questions: 
■	 I wonder if…
■	 I’m curious about…

Clarify

We clear up confusion and find the meaning of 
unfamiliar words, sentences, ideas, or concepts.

This is confusing to me:
■	 I need to reread, slow down, look at the graphs or 
illustrations, or break the word apart.

When I began reading this, I thought…
Then, when I read this part, I realized…
It didn’t make sense until I…

Summarize

We restate the main ideas, events, or points.

A good summary includes
■	 Key people, items, or places
■	 Keywords and synonyms
■	 Key ideas and concepts 

The main point is…
If I put the ideas together, I now understand that…
The most important thing I read was…

https://jr.nba.com/james-naismith-invention-basketball/
https://jr.nba.com/james-naismith-invention-basketball/
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the research. The fact is that many of the questions 
asked of students are boring and of limited value. 
With more robust questioning, including student- 
generated questions, teachers can invite students 
into reading and learning in the biological, social, 
and physical world. Who knows which student will 
ask the question that unlocks learning for himself or 
herself or for others? It may even be the student who 
seems disengaged and who has struggled with read-
ing for years. Perhaps the right question might just 
invite that student into informational texts and open 
the world of knowledge for him or her. Who knows 
what power the next question might hold?
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