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Overview of the Strategy

A COMMON CHALLENGE
Do your students read a literary text from start to finish but have a difficult time understanding and
remembering what they read?

A RESEARCH-BASED SOLUTION

Explicitly teach students to write questions about important information or facts from a text while they read.

How is it done?

' Step 1: Students read a fext or learn new information, either in small groups, pairs, or
groups, p
independently.

Step 2: Students pause at regular intervals to generate their own questions and write
the questions in a log or notebook.

Step 3: Students answer their questions and cite text evidence.

—

Possible

Question Type Description Stems Examples
. | | Specific questions | ¢ Questions can be answered | Who, e Why did
Teach this , in one word or one what, Annemarie’s
first! senfence. when, parents burn their
,_> e Answers can be found word- | where, newspaper?
forword in the text. why, how [ e What items were

being rationed?

Wide questions | e Questions can be answered |5 Ws, e How does the
Teach this : using information from how, sefting in chapters /
later! (= =N multiple places in the text. describe, and 8 confrast with
% » Questions can be answered | explain, the city sefting of
by making inferences summarize |  previous chapters?
S (combining your prior e Describe the
knowledge with information different ways the
from the text). war has offected the
 Answers require one or more people of Denmark.
sentences.

Why is this practice helpful? Teaching students to write questions while reading is one way of gefting them
fo sfop at regular infervals fo think about what is being communicated and how information relates across
paragraphs. Without this type of instruction, students tend to read through text with litfle understanding of
what they are reading or awareness of when their comprehension breaks down.

Does research support the use of this strategy? Yes! Studies have shown that this practice can increase
comprehension of confent area text for students of different skill levels.
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Instructions for Teaching the Question-Writing Strategy

. Prepare your introductory lesson.

Before students can independently write questions related to important facts in their reading, they must be
taught a strategy for doing so. When you first teach the strategy to students, it is best to model the steps
while thinking aloud. We recommend these steps to prepare your model lesson.

a. Select a text for modeling.
The first time you model the strategy, use a short passage (about five paragraphs or sections) that is at
students’ independent reading level and on a familiar and interesting topic.

During the modeling phase, you want students to concentrate on leamning how to use the strategy rather than
struggling fo read the fext or understand the contfent of the passage. It may also be helpful fo do a second
round of modeling (on a different day) using a gradelevel passage.

b. Chunk the text.

Divide the fext info sections, if needed, so students know where o pause and generate a question. As a
general guideline, sectfions of text could be anywhere from one to three paragraphs, depending on the
length of each paragraph.

c. Prepare questions and answers.

Write your own questions for each fext section. Then answer each of your questions in a complefe sentence
and indicate where the answer was found in the text. For example:

» Question: What European couniry remained free of Nazi control during World War II?

e Answer: Sweden remained free during World War Il (chapter 2, page 16).

Writing questions before you model the strategy will also help you chunk the text appropriately. It's OK to
revise your chunks, or fext sections, as you prepare the questions and answers,

*. EXAMPLE: For questions (and answers) for a narrative text,
__— see How to Model Question Writing in English Language
Arts, https:/ /greatmiddleschools.org/download-view/ela-

lesson

Should | teach my students to write specific and wide questions on the
same day?

No. We recommend teaching students fo write only specific questions first. Students typically
find these questions pretty easy to write, and guided practice using only this type of question will allow
students to become comfortable with the strategy. Plus, it allows them to start using the strategy fo
improve their reading comprehension right away! After students have practiced writing and answering
specific questions, you can model how to write wide questions.
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Il. Teach students how to write specific questions.

It is best to devote one 45-minute class period to
explicitly teach the question-writing strategy, followed by - .

several days of practice. The first lesson should focus *wﬁ’
on only specific questions. \\Vide questions can be
taught in later lessons. Research supports the following
process.

Set the purpose for learning
by pointing out key facts about
question writing.

Day 1 * Teachers ask questions to see
whether students understand

 Set a purpose for learning. —— what they read.

¢ Infroduce the strategy. Students can also ask

» Model how to write and answer specific questions themselves questions while
using information from the fext. they read.
* Facilitate wholeclass guided practice. Creating and answering
o Facilitate guided practice in small groups or pairs. questions helps you do two
things.
Days 2 and 3 1. It helps you understand

e Review the strategy and why it is helpful. what you read.

2. It helps you remember
important information
about what you read.

» Model how fo write and answer specific questions
if necessary.

* lead wholeclass guided practice.

o Facilitate guided practice in small groups or pairs.

Helpful Resources

o Student cue card with example sfems:
hitps: // greatmiddleschools.org/download-view/questioncuecard

* Student question log:
https: //greatmiddleschools.org/download-view/questiondog

FAQ

Some of my students struggle to write specific questions. What should |

do?

One suggestion is fo have students start by finding a key fact or an important idea in the fext.
Then, show them how to “flip” that fact into a question. For example, students could flip the fact “the

king of Denmark during World War Il was Christian X" into a question by asking “Who was the king of
Denmark during World War I1?”

Second, model question writing for your students as many times as necessary. Struggling students often
need more modeling and guided practice than other learners before they are able fo use the strategy
independently.
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lil. Teach students to write wide questions.

Eventually, we want students to write more complex questions so that they are challenged to think deeply
about a fext. Specific questions ask about a single fact or idea; wide questions ask about a general topic
and are answered with multiple facts or ideas from the text. These questions are more difficult for students
fo write and require another round of explicit instruction with modeling and guided practice.

How to Introduce Wide Questions

When infroducing students to wide questions, clearly explain what they are and how they are different from
specific questions. Some example “teacher talk” is provided below. Additional examples of wide questions
are provided on page 2 of How to Model Question Writing in English Language Arts.

Wide Question

Which parts of “Number the Stars” are true events?
(Note: This question could also be phrased as “Describe which
parts of ‘Number the Stars’ are true events.”)

Answer

Real events in “Number the Stars” include Denmark’s surrender
fo the Nazis, the bombing of the ships, the escape of Jewish
families to Sweden, and the powder on the handkerchiefs

(afterword, pages 133-1306).

Students, we’ve been writing specific questions while we read
to help us understand and remember what we’re reading about.
Remember, specific questions ask about a single important fact
or idea from ’r{:e text. You can put your finger on the answer to the
question in one place in the text. Today [ will tell you about wide
questions. Wide questiong are broader and agk about a big idea
from the text. The answer may be in multiple places in the text or
even in different texts. Let me show you.

“Number the Stars”is
historical fiction, so one big
idea is understanding which
evente in the story are real

and which are not. lwrote a
question about that.

To answer this question, |
uged the information in the
afterword. [ had to search
through pages 133 to 136 for
the information and combine it.
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Student(s):

Question Log

Class and Period:

Name of Text:

Question

Answer

Text Evidence

Writing Questions While | Read

While | read, | stop every once in a while fo see whether the information makes sense.

| check my understanding by challenging myself to ask a question, just like a teacher does.

» Questions can be answered e Who ELA: In Number the Stars, why
in one word or one o What did Annemarie’s parents burn
sentence. « When their newspaper?

* Answers can be found word- | Where Science: What is the largest
forword in the text. Wh ocean?

L]
Y . .
Social studies: How man
Y
e How o 4
original colonies were there?
 Questions can be answered * Who ELA: Explain how the sefting
using information from o What in chapters 7 and 8 contrasts
multiple places in the text. Wh with the city setting of previous
. en

. (b}uestiﬁns cg{n be answered . Where ;h?mers; " {

y making inferences cience: Describe some o
[combining your prior » Why the dangers associated with
knowledge with information e How earthquakes.
from the text). e Describe Social studies: How was the

. Ansiwers require one or more | Eylqin exlperfeinc(jfff 1het gomesf?]wfnih
senfences. colonists different from what the

e Summarize expected? /
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IV. Provide practice opportunities.

After students learn how to write specific and wide questions, provide opportunities to practice question
writing at least twice a week. These practice opportunities help students become more proficient at writing
and answering questions while also improving their reading comprehension.

It is important that students practice question writing while reading text, but you may also choose to
infegrate the strategy into other types of instruction, including lectures, class projects, and science labs.
Regardless of how you choose fo integrate question writing info your instruction, always provide feedback
to students on their questions and answers. Feedback supports students with becoming more proficient
with the strategy and reinforces their learning of imporfant information and concepts.

Instructional , - - Ti
nsruciiond Example Question Writing Activity \me
Delivery Requirement

Text-reading | « Upon entering the classroom, students read a brief passage related to | 5 minutes
warm-up the current unit of study and write one specific or wide question.
gnf fx"  Questions are shared, and the teacher provides feedback.
icke

e The teacher selects one question for students to answer as an exit ticket.
Science lab | « After a science lab, student feams write a specific question about lab 10 minutes
or class procedures and a wide question about lab results.
project  Questions are shared, and the teacher provides feedback.

e The teacher selects one specific and one wide question for students to

answer.

Lecture/ e Individual students write specific questions each time the teacher pauses | 15 minufes
notetaking the “lecture.”

o Students write a wide question as an exit ficket.
o The following day, teacher displays students’ wide questions.

e Students answer one of the questions and share answers.

For more ideas, download our Question Writing Practice Opportunities Chart:
https:/ /greatmiddleschools.org/download-view/questionideas

FAQ

A(, Teaching students to generate questions is a bit time-consuming. Why
>/ can’t students just answer questions after reading?

First, remember the frue purpose behind the strategy—students are forced to slow down
and read carefully when they are told o write questions about what they are reading. Second, having

students generate their own questions instead of just answering the ones at the end of the chapter
requires a much deeper understanding of information, even for the literal questions. Writing questions
requires readers to determine what information is important enough to focus on. This is a higherorder
thinking skill that will help students engage with the text at a deeper level.
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Question Writing: Key Takeaways
 Use the question-writing strategy at least twice a week.

o If using question writing with a text for a full class period, select text that is critical to learning

content supported by the state standards.

e Chunk the text or information ahead of time so students know when to pause and generate a

question.

e Ensure that students write questions about important information being learned rather than about

unimportant details.

« Provide feedback on students’ question writing (and answers).

Helpful Resources

The following are available af

https:

greatmiddleschools.org/questions:

Professional development resources
Strategy guides

Model lessons and reading passages
Student question log

Student cue card

Practice opportunities chart

Questions?

E-mail us at msmi-info@meadowscenter.org
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