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Statistics show that most teachers ask an average of 300 to 400 questions on a daily basis 

however, 60-80% of these questions are low-level questions which only require students to recall 

something they already learned (Tienken, et al., 2010). Statistically speaking, this shows that 

upwards of 18,000 questions asked each year in a classroom do not push students’ thinking 

beyond the point of simply recalling what they know. Although questioning has been long 

thought of as an important aspect of education, more recently through a variety of research 

studies, it has been brought to the forefront as a critical component of effective teaching (Hannel, 

2009). This literature review shows that the use of planned, structured, and systematic 

questioning teachers can increase reading comprehension, engagement, and metacognition skills.  

Strategically structuring questioning in the classroom through careful planning and 

implementation will provide benefits to both teachers and students (Peterson & Taylor, 2012). 

Careful timing, varying levels, and using techniques such as wait time and scaffolding are critical 

in the implementation of high-level questioning (Kängsepp, 2011; Lundy, 2008; Walsh & Sattes, 

2005; Tienken et al., 2010). 

Various Levels of Questions 

 Although low-level, in-text questions are easier to generate, teachers must ask questions 

from a variety of levels to ensure student achievement (2010).  

 Low-level questions are questions which require students to remember, reiterate or find 

information that is within the text (Tienken, et al., 2010; Vogler, 2005). These types of questions 

do not encourage students to use high-level thinking, but rather require them to just recall what 

they have read or learned in a manner which produces a "correct" or "incorrect" response 
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(Tienken et al., 2010; Walsh & Sattes, 2005). Research studies show that low-level questions are 

the easiest for teachers to produce, and, therefore, are the most common form of questioning in 

the classroom (2010). Although low-level questioning may not prepare students to think deeply, 

they do, however, set the stage for making sure students are ready for higher-level discussion 

(Walsh & Sattes, 2005).  

 High-level questions, although most infrequently used, are extremely beneficial for 

student learning. High-level questions are questions which require students to analyze, 

synthesize, evaluate, categorize or apply what they have read (Tienken et al., 2010; Vogler, 

2005). High-level questions frequently do not have one "correct" answer, but rather encourage 

students to produce a response which is unique to their thinking and interpretation of the text 

(Tienken et al., 2010; Peterson &Taylor, 2012). Research has shown that asking higher-level 

thinking questions is fundamental to student learning (Lundy, 2008). In addition, teachers who 

emphasized higher-level thinking through the asking of higher-level questions promoted greater 

reading growth in their students (2008).  

Effects of Higher-Level Questioning 

Positive Student Effect 

 Increased engagement. In a world that is increasingly fast-paced and action-packed, 

students require more excitement, prompting and inspiration to be fully engaged in the learning 

process (Caram & Davis, 2005). Questioning is one way to keep students engaged in the learning 

process. When teachers use questioning effectively, it increases curiosity, piques interest and 

causes increased motivation (Caram & Davis,2005; Lorent Deegan, 2010). When teachers create 

a classroom culture that requires students’ continuous participation through answering complex, 
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high- level questions at their cognitive level, it leaves them no choice but to be engaged. 

(Hannel, 2009; Walsh & Sattes). In particular, in reading instruction, high-level questioning 

allows students to self-regulate and actively engage in the text for increased comprehension of 

their reading (Parker & Hurry, 2007).  

Increased comprehension. When teachers predominately use higher-level questioning 

instead of the suggested basal questions or workbook pages provided, there is an overall positive 

impact on comprehension and achievement (Lundy, 2008; Kängsepp, 2011).  For years, 

researchers have studied the effect of higher-level thinking questions on reading comprehension 

(Lundy, 2008). Students’ ability to gather meaning from texts they read, or reading 

comprehension, has been a concern for researchers in many of these studies (McKown & 

Barnett, 2007). Over the course of time, when students have been asked high-level questions 

while reading, researchers have found that they help shape the students’ understanding of the text 

(2008). Questions that are deliberate in probing student's strategic thinking about a text play a 

crucial role in aiding comprehension (Fordham, 2006). Too often during reading instruction 

teachers ask factual and detail questions that do not drive students to interpret the text. In doing 

so, student's thinking often focuses on remembering facts or short blips from what they read 

rather than creating a full picture of the text. These types of low-level, factual questions do not 

drive students to comprehend what they have read (2008). Instead, studies show that teacher's 

questioning at a variety of levels: literal, inferential and applied, generate active and proficient 

comprehension (Fordham, 2006; Kängsepp, 2011).  

Increased metacognition. Another tool in supporting students to comprehend what they 

are reading is metacognition, or getting them to think about their thinking while reading. The 

National Reading Panel identified metacognition as an important factor in improving reading 
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scores nationally (McKown & Barnett, 2007; Walsh & Sattes, 2005). When a student can tackle 

their own questioning, they are more likely to make meaning of a text, and make deeper 

connections (2005). Teachers’ carefully planned questions encourage students to think more 

deeply about their thinking while reading (Fordham, 2006). When teachers stop and model their 

thinking through the use of higher-level questioning, students can apply those questioning skills 

to their reading when independently working their way through a text (2006). Effective teachers 

coach through the use of questioning, providing their students with tools that will allow them 

think deeply about their thinking while reading (2006). As teachers question students while 

reading, it builds students’ metacognitive skills, enabling them to monitor their comprehension 

as they read (Gunn, 2008).  Teachers’ modeling of inferred, rather than literal questions, allows 

students to discriminate between the two in order to produce their own inferential questions as 

they read. This skill encourages students to construct meaning of a text and enhance 

understanding of the text that leads to improved overall reading comprehension (McKown & 

Barnett, 2007, Walsh & Sattes, 2005). If students continually witness teachers asking a variety of 

questions when working through a text, their ability to ask multi-level questions increases. They 

are able to see what a ‘thin’ question looks like versus a ‘thick’ question (Lewin, 2010). As high-

level questions are modeled and applied to students’ reading, students use these questioning 

skills to think about and question their thinking while reading, significantly improving 

comprehension (2008).   

Positive Instructional Effects 

 In addition to increased student achievement, planning for higher-level questioning also 

has positive implications on teachers. Teachers must continuously reflect on their instructional 

practice as a means to increase student achievement. As teachers strive to use higher-level 
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thinking questions, they often reflect on the types of questions they are asking in their classroom. 

In addition to reflection, teachers’ use of high-level questioning is also shown to create increased 

collaboration among teachers (Peterson & Taylor, 2012; Vogler 2005).  Peterson and Taylor 

found that when making the transition to include more high-level questioning in their instruction 

teachers worked collaboratively in this endeavor (2012). Peterson and Taylor suggest that to 

increase the level of questioning, teachers should regularly meet in grade-level, and cross-grade-

level teams to develop higher-level questions and also practice modeling questioning for 

instruction (2012). Observations by colleagues and coaches were also shown to increase the 

effectiveness of reflecting and implementation of higher-level questioning (Peterson & Taylor, 

2012; Vogler 2005). 

Structure of Questioning 

 Questioning, when used strategically, increases student engagement, comprehension, and 

metacognition. However, teachers must carefully structure questioning in order for it to be 

effective for student learning and achievement. The questioning element of teaching is one that is 

often less developed, or expressed as critical in teacher education and training (Caram & Davis, 

2005). Therefore, much research and literature has been published to assist teachers in more 

effectively structuring questioning for increased student success. 

Planning 

 Dialogue between teachers and students is ever-present in classrooms, with the majority 

of the conversation containing questions and responses. Often, this dialogue is not purposeful or 

meaningful to student engagement and achievement (Caram & Davis, 2005).  Teachers who are 

dedicated to student achievement in reading use careful planning and consideration of the 
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dialogue between themselves and students to ensure that the conversation manages and directs 

learning (Caram & Davis, 2005; Walsh & Sattes, 2005).  As a means to enrich learning and 

increase student performance, skillfully planned questioning is an essential skill for teachers 

(Caram & Davis, 2005). Teachers must create a classroom culture which fosters active dialogue 

and feedback. When planning questions, teachers can better focus the level of questioning based 

on the needs of students, the curriculum, and the topic (Walsh & Sattes, 2005). Due to the fact 

that low-level questions are easier to develop, the majority of learning that takes place in the 

classroom naturally focuses on low-level thinking skills (Tienken et al., 2010). To counter this, 

when planning for instruction, teachers must focus on preparing questions that require higher-

level thinking from their students (Caram & Davis, 2005). Planning questions for instruction 

allows teachers to phrase questions carefully, concisely, and with purpose to frame the questions 

in a way that promotes student interest and engagement (Walsh & Sattes, 2005).  

Timing 

 The timing of questions during reading instruction is nearly as crucial as the level of 

questioning itself (Fordham, 2006; Gunn, 2008; Kängsepp, 2011). A combination of questions 

asked prior to reading, during reading and after reading ensure that student’s thinking is 

continuous and constant as they engage with their text. Embedding questioning into reading, 

stopping students to reflect on reading, and promoting ongoing conversation while reading are all 

ways that encourage increased comprehension (Fordham, 2006). While students read, teachers 

are able to probe for further thinking by producing high-level questions which require students to 

interact deeply with the text. Waiting only until the end of reading incorrectly demonstrates to 

students that the process of gathering and applying information as you read is not critical to 

comprehension (Gunn, 2008).  
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 While questioning during reading is essential to ongoing understanding and 

comprehension, questioning after reading allows students to synthesize information and further 

encourages higher-level thinking. A study conducted by Pilve Kängsepp determined that 

questioning after reading had a positive impact on text comprehension in lower grade levels 

(2011).   

Techniques 

 The use of a variety of techniques for questioning such as planning for and scaffolding 

questions stimulates student achievement and growth in the classroom (Phillips, 2013). It is 

necessary that teachers use an assortment of techniques such as wait time, scaffolding and 

sequencing, to ensure that high-level questioning has the greatest impact on student learning 

(Craig & Cario, 2005).  

 Wait time is an essential component of student participation and growth to promote 

questions that require higher-level thinking and responses (Walsh & Sattes, 2005). Teachers 

often ask students questions and expect an answer almost instantaneously. They gravitate to the 

students whose hands are raised and are ready to answer right away, calling on them to speak and 

share a response. When teachers consider the knowledge and processing required for higher-

level thinking questions, it is important that they also consider the wait time allowed for student 

response. In classrooms where teachers wait five or more seconds for a response from students, 

the responses are often at higher levels of thinking than teachers who do not allow adequate wait 

time for students’ responses (Craig & Cario, 2005; Walsh & Sattes, 2005). Questions that 

address higher-level thinking require an even greater wait time than what teachers are used to 

allowing. Teachers who give wait time that is appropriate to the question's level can increase 
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analytical and problem-solving skills of students (Caram & Davis, 2005). Studies have shown 

that increasing wait time, increases student's answers by as much as 300-700 percent (Walsh & 

Sattes, 2005). 

 In addition to wait time for allowing students to respond, teachers must also be cognizant 

of their wait time following students’ responses. Teachers who do not immediately reply to a 

given response from students often draw more complete, correct, and in-depth answers than 

teachers who immediately respond to a student's answer. Teachers who give students appropriate 

wait time, beyond five seconds, encourage increased student engagement, thinking, and 

achievement (Caram & Davis, 2005; Walsh & Sattes, 2005). Allowing time before responding to 

student's answers also allows teachers more time to formulate the next higher-level questions to 

guide thinking (Walsh & Sattes, 2005). 

 In addition to wait time, the way in which teachers scaffold their questioning has been 

shown to increase student achievement (Deegan, 2010). Lorent Deegan’s study suggests that the 

flow between low-level and high-level questioning has been shown to improve comprehension in 

guided reading (2010). One way to scaffold questioning is by probing student responses for a 

deeper level of thinking. When students are asked higher-level questions 30-50 percent of the 

time their responses are at a lower level than desired (Walsh & Sattes, 2005). When lower level 

responses occur, probing may be used to help students connect prior knowledge to create a 

higher-level response (Walsh & Sattes, 2005; Peterson & Taylor, 2012).  

 Sequencing can be used to build their repertoire of ways in which to incorporate more 

high-level questioning (Vogler, 2005). Question sequencing allows teachers to develop 

questions, based on the student response another question (2005). Caram and Davis suggest 
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starting with questions that meet the particular needs of the students and then gradually 

increasing the level of the questioning when student's responses are sufficient (2005). When 

sequencing questions in a purposeful and meaningful way, the likelihood of students increased 

achievement is elevated. 
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