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Ch. 6: “Questioning Strategies”

After facing my inadequacies in Chapter 5, I was glad to find that Chapter 6 covers something I already feel competent with: questioning.  As a mother and as a tutor, I have found that questioning produces the optimal person-to-person learning situations.  One of my students gets aggravated at times – “Just give me the answer!  Quit sending me to the dictionary!” – but even he acknowledges that he learns better when I answer with a question.

The high-level/low-level distinction was easy enough since we covered cognitive taxonomy in the last chapter: knowledge-level questions are low-level, and everything else is high-level.  Convergent/divergent is along the same lines.  If there is one right answer, like “40” or “synonym,” it is convergent.  Everything else is divergent.  These distinctions are important to make on a foundational level, because once we have worked so hard to figure out the domains and standards we want to address in our objectives, we still have to implement the objectives somehow.  It wouldn’t do much good to have a high-level objective if you only ask low-level questions – or worse, simply lecture or give the students all the answers.  Likewise, if you only ask convergent questions, the students do not have the opportunity to explore and construct their own understandings of the material.  The questions must work to meet the objectives.

I loved reading about the redirecting, prompting, and probing strategies.  Of these, I have used prompting and probing very frequently.  It’s especially fun with my gifted 6-year-old because he comes up with a lot of surprising answers.  In fact, I will sometimes prompt or ask a probing question without really expecting an answer, and he will shock me by saying something really insightful.  A good example of this is when he learned his cardinal directions.  I taught him north-south-east-west when he was about 4 years old, and while driving, I will often tell him what direction we are facing, then point in different directions and ask which they are.  Once, as a joke, I asked him to give me the directions from his preschool to home.  He actually did it!  I think that goes to show how important it is that we give our students a chance to think about and answer our questions.  I’ve seen this work well with many different students.  Pretty much the only ones I’ve had trouble with are the stubbornly apathetic ones and those who lose the train of thought easily.

Probing questions are especially important in my field.  They are useful for monitoring reading comprehension, clarifying ideas, prompting students to think aloud and examine their half-formed ideas, and so forth.  I see my probing questions as a model for how I want my students to probe a text.  How does this character feel?  Why do you say that?  What evidence from the text supports your position?  What about his facial expression?  If this piece of evidence contradicts your view, how might you revise your position?  How do you think this author viewed women?  Why do you say that?  What characteristics of the author’s time and place would have contributed to or resisted that view?  And so on.  By asking these kinds of questions, I show my students how to sink deeper into a text and experience it on a more profound level of awareness.

Prompting and redirecting are very good strategies for improving student involvement.  I particularly liked the technique of giving a stumped student an easier question they can successfully answer in order to build their confidence.  This was evident in the textbook’s classroom scenarios.  Whenever a student didn’t know the instant answer, such as a perfect square or a synonym, the teacher backed up and asked factual questions she knew the students could answer.  In so doing, she was able to lead the students to the answer she was looking for, and in the process, the students were able to answer questions successfully and experience the pride that goes with it.  I agree with the book that this is a crucial method for motivating and interesting the students.  Now, I have often used prompting but rarely redirecting because I have rarely taught a large group.  I am normally in a small-group or one-on-one situation.  My experience with groups has normally been for brainstorming, for which I typically take volunteered answers.  I will need to work on redirecting when I teach my remaining lesson plans this semester and be sure to develop the technique when I begin teaching in the classroom.

This chapter was very enjoyable and helped me clarify my understanding of the way I ask questions.  Redirecting in particular was a new technique for me which I plan to add to my arsenal.  Above all, it was gratifying to read about the benefits of the kind of questions I typically use and to know that this kind of questioning is the cornerstone of effective teaching.

