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Asking Questions
Many students think that comprehension is about answering questions, because too often comprehension 
“teaching” is about reading the passage and answering some questions – but that’s surely testing 
comprehension, not teaching it.

“[Proficient readers] … question the content, the author, the events, the issues, and the ideas in a text” 
(Harvey and Goudvis, 2000, p. 11).

Asking questions promotes engagement with the text, invites prediction, creates reasons to read and fosters 
comprehension. Questions about a text also foster discussions and interaction between readers, as the 
questions we ask may be different depending on our background/world knowledge.

As we teach, it is highly productive to have questions asked and answered by students, as well as by us as 
teachers. This is because “students exposed to questioning techniques that deepen their reading experiences 
are more able to generate ‘high quality talk’” (Duke and Pearson, 2002).

We should model how to ask high-level questions that invite thoughtful responses. “Effective teachers asked 
high level questions, requiring students to make inferences and to think beyond the text” (Sweet and Snow, 
2002, p. 44).

Critical questions can be described as “looking behind the text” for the author’s perspective, purpose and 
voice. We should encourage students to ask such questions.

“THE TORTOISE AND THE ELEPHANT”
a tale translated by Chris Searle et al., Mozambique (Volume 2, p. 76)

SYNOPSIS: A tale about an argument between Tortoise and Elephant. Tortoise argues s/he can jump over 
Elephant. Elephant, looking at the size of Tortoise’s legs says, “Never”. Tortoise proceeds to trick Elephant 
into believing the jump was successful, and as a result, Elephant pulls out a tusk and gives it to Tortoise. The 
tale finishes with several Elephants arriving on the scene all with one tusk missing.

AUDIO: This tale is not audio recorded. It should be read to and with the students.

Before readIng

•	 Ask the students two questions, “Is it ever OK to trick someone?” and “When is it not OK 
to trick someone?” Have them discuss in pairs, then report to the whole group.

•	 Have students discuss the telling of tales that have a moral or a lesson. Ask if they have 
ever read or been read such a tale, or seen one on TV or at the movies. Have them report 
back on their discussion. 

•	 Pre-teach any difficult vocabulary – for example, “argument”, “guarantee”, “companion”, 
“contest”, and “confessed”.

•	 Explain the Asking Questions comprehension strategy to the students. 

durIng readIng

•	 As they begin reading the text, have the students, in pairs, look at the illustrations and 
talk about what questions they have about the text. Then have students briefly skim and 
scan the text. Explain that both activities will help them make meaning as they closely 
read the text.
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•	 Set a purpose for reading by suggesting the students listen and think about the trick the 
tortoises play on the elephant and what happens to the elephant as a result. Suggest they 
also stay alert to humour.

•	 Read the tale to the students and encourage them to read along.

•	 You may wish to read the text all the way through once for enjoyment and then re-read 
and stop the reading part way through, having the students share their thoughts with 
regard to the purpose for reading.

after readIng

•	 Have the students, in pairs or small groups, talk about their enjoyment of the tale and which 
parts challenged them the most. (For example, how did they like the humour in the tale?)

•	 Have them think and talk about the trick the tortoises play on the elephant. What 
happens to the elephant as a result?

•	 In some cultures, tales are used to teach people (especially children) about society’s values. 
Have the students discuss what they think the morals (or lessons) of the story were. 

•	 Have them talk about the ending. What do they make of it? What do they think the 
tortoises will do with all of the tusks? What will the elephants do? 

•	 Have students talk about the questions that came to mind before they read, while they 
read, and now after they have read. Have them discuss the first two questions from 
“Before Reading”. Was the trick the tortoises played OK? Why or why not? Which moral 
do they think comes out most strongly from the tale?

1. Small and cunning beats big and trusting; or

2. It’s not OK to trick someone out of something important to them.

•	 Have students individually fill out the Asking Questions graphic organiser.

other texts you mIght lIke to dIscuss In relatIon to the 
askIng QuestIons strategy

“WHERE ARE THOSE SONGS?”, a poem by Micere Githae Mugo, Kenya (Volume 2, p. 50)

The poem asks the question, “Where are those songs my mother and yours always sang …?” The poem 
focuses on the roles of women in Kenyan society and connects to culture, values and life events. In the early 
part of the poem, there are many questions. In the later part, some answers. 

“DOG BARK / BREAK THE NIGHT”, a poem by Pat Rahming, The Bahamas (Volume 3, p. 153)

A rhythmical poem – ideal for reading aloud together (and perhaps clapping along to). The poem describes 
dogs barking at the moon and the effect on the people living in clapboard houses. Students will have many 
questions as to the meaning of the poem. 

Note: Clapboard is a form of cladding (outside weather protection) made from wood and brought to The 
Bahamas from the USA.

“RIGHT HERE WAS THE OCEAN”, a poem by Zehra Nigah, Pakistan (Volume 1, p. 92)

A descriptive poem about the ocean “yearning to hold the moon in its arms”. As stated in the title, the ocean 
was “right here” and there will be many questions about where it is now, with additional opportunities to draw 
inferences in answer to the questions. (For example, does the reference to the moon mean the tide is out?)


