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Using Question Generation  
to Improve Reading Comprehension 
for Middle-Grade Students
Elizabeth A. Stevens, Christy S. Murray, Sarah Fishstrom, Sharon Vaughn

When taught to pause and generate questions while reading informational text, 
students learn to read more carefully and deepen their understanding of important 
ideas in the text.

Ms. Rangel (all names are pseudonyms) is a seventh-grade 
social studies teacher. Many of her students struggle to un-
derstand history assignments and do not learn as much as 
she would like from their reading. Mr. Wallace, a science 
teacher, has noticed the same thing. Students complete the 
readings in class, but when asked what they learned after 
reading, they are unable to recall important information or 
engage in meaningful discussions. Overall, students dem-
onstrate difficulty with reading comprehension in their 
classes, and this is concerning considering state standards 
that require students to read and understand science and 
social studies texts. Ms. Rangel and Mr. Wallace are unsure 
about how to help their students. After all, they are science 
and history experts, not reading specialists.

The school’s instructional coach, Mr. Lazaro, offers an 
evidence-based practice for teaching students to generate 
questions while reading and then answer those questions 
by citing evidence. Ms. Rangel explains that she already 
asks students to answer questions about what they read 
nearly every class period. Mr. Lazaro explains that the 
practice he recommends teaches students to ask their own 
questions: Students read the text carefully, pause to locate 
important information, reread if needed to monitor under-
standing, and then f lip that information into a question. 
This practice also supports readers with connecting ideas 
across sections of texts and even between different texts. 
This practice requires a higher level of thinking and en-
gagement with the text, and students who are more engaged 
while reading are more likely to understand and remember 
what they read.

Ms. Rangel and Mr. Wallace agree that an instructional 
practice that helps students read to learn would be helpful. 
They set up a time to meet so they can learn more.

These teachers’ challenges with supporting stu-
dents’ reading comprehension are not uncom-
mon. As students transition to the middle grades, 

the demands related to content learning through text 
reading increase, especially in science and social stud-
ies. Students encounter increasingly complex texts that 
are often above their reading proficiency (Shanahan 
& Shanahan, 2008) and are expected to derive mean-
ing from text, integrate information across texts, and 
engage in text-based discussions (National Governors 
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Association Center for Best Practices & Council of Chief 
State School Officers, 2010).

In short, students need advanced literacy skills, such 
as synthesizing information, evaluating arguments, un-
derstanding multiple perspectives, and assessing the 
credibility of sources of information (Murnane, Sawhill, 
& Snow, 2012). These advanced literacy skills contrast 
markedly to how many students view reading: a task to 
complete rather than an active, meaning-making pro-
cess in which the reader engages with the text to con-
struct meaning and learn new content.

Why is it important for students to master the ad-
vanced reading comprehension skills described previ-
ously? Our students will not be successful in a global 
economy without these skills (ACT, 2006; Biancarosa 
& Snow, 2006; Murnane et al., 2012). In fact, poor read-
ing skills may have far-reaching implications, including 
limiting students’ knowledge of science and social stud-
ies and putting them at higher risk for dropping out of 
high school and not attending postsecondary education, 
which inhibits career opportunities (ACT, 2006). To ac-
quire these advanced reading skills, students need to 
read text and participate in instruction that supports 
thinking critically, developing sound arguments, and 
assembling knowledge from texts.

Text use for instruction is common for English lan-
guage arts and reading teachers; however, the shift 
toward using more text in science and social studies 
classrooms is challenging, particularly given the range 
of learners and the breadth of content that must be 
learned. Typically, science and social studies teachers 
are comfortable with more traditional instructional 
practices (i.e., lecture-based delivery) because these ap-
proaches are perceived as efficient for delivering content 
that will later be assessed on high-stakes assessments 
(Bolinger & Warren, 2007; Swanson et al., 2016).

Past observation studies (Greenleaf, 1995; Parker et 
al., 2013; Ratekin, Simpson, Alvermann, & Dishner, 1985) 
have noted a pattern of minimal text use in secondary 
content area classes for several decades. For example, 
Parker et al. (2013) observed that even when readings 
were assigned as homework, teachers regularly pro-
vided oral descriptions or summaries of content in class 
so students could bypass reading and learning from text 
(Greenleaf & Valencia, 2017). Overall, models of instruc-
tion that circumvent reading are inadequate because 
they limit opportunities for students to practice read-
ing, learn from text, and develop advanced reading com-
prehension skills.

In our view, content area teachers’ limited use of 
text and their need to summarize important content 
for students are understandable. These teachers are 

responsible for delivering a large scope of content, many 
students possess reading difficulties that these teach-
ers have not been prepared to manage, and appropri-
ate instructional resources and support are lacking. 
Education researchers address this ongoing need by 
identifying literacy practices appropriate for secondary 
content area instruction and designing resources and 
support opportunities that make implementation fea-
sible (Vaughn et al., 2011, 2013, 2015).

The purpose of this article is to support teachers, 
like Ms. Rangel and Mr. Wallace, with integrating a high- 
impact, evidence-based reading comprehension practice 
into their content instruction: question generation. We 
provide an overview of question generation and descrip-
tions and examples of each step in the instructional pro-
cess based on resources we developed in collaboration 
with middle school content area teachers. Our examples 
include sample science and social studies texts and em-
phasize the initial modeling phase of question genera-
tion instruction. Resources are provided in the More to 
Explore sidebar at the end of this article so teachers can 
implement question generation in their classrooms.

What Is Question Generation?
Question generation is an approach to teaching stu-
dents to think about what they have read and to ask and 
answer questions that prompt discussion and a deeper 
understanding of the text (Palincsar & Brown, 1984; 
Raphael, 1982). Question generation is rooted in reader-
response theory (Rosenblatt, 1978), which suggests that 
meaning does not reside solely in the text but occurs as 
a result of the interaction between the reader and the 
text. Consequently, interpretation changes from reader 
to reader, depending on the reader’s perspective and 
background knowledge. Reading instruction, there-
fore, should encourage students to engage in an active, 
meaning-making process as they read.

Questioning has also been a hallmark of recipro-
cal teaching (Palincsar & Brown, 1984), a collaborative 
learning approach in which students work in groups 
to summarize, question, clarify, and make predictions 
while reading. Questioning is an important practice 
because it improves comprehension while encouraging 
readers to monitor their understanding. Questioning 
has also been used in the question–answer relation 
strategy, in which students learn how to analyze ques-
tions by type (e.g., right there, think and search, on your 
own; Raphael, 1982) to find the correct answers.

The question-writing practice presented in this arti-
cle builds on this prior work and consists of three steps 
(see Figure 1). First, students read a text independently, 
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Figure 1 
Question Log and Steps for Question Generation

Note. The color figure can be viewed in the online version of this article at http://ila.onlinelibrary.wiley.com.

http://ila.onlinelibrary.wiley.com
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with another student, or in a small group. Next, students 
pause at regular intervals, such as after a paragraph or 
more, to develop a question by identifying important 
information in the text and flipping it into a question. 
Finally, students answer their question and cite text evi-
dence. Questions, answers, and evidence are recorded 
in a log or journal (see Figure 1). This routine promotes 
active engagement during reading, supports students’ 
monitoring for meaning of specific paragraphs or sec-
tions of text, and helps students acquire knowledge 
from text (e.g., Vaughn et al., 2011).

Student s w r it e  t wo t y p e s of  que s t ion s (s e e 
Figure 2). Specific questions can be answered in one 
word or one sentence in the text and begin with one of 
the following question stems: who, what, when, where, 
why, or how. Wide questions can be answered using 

information from multiple places in the text, from 
the text and the reader’s prior knowledge (e.g., infer-
ence making), or from the current text and another 
text. Wide questions are typically answered in more 
than one sentence and begin with one of the following 
stems: who, what, when, where, why, how, describe, 
explain, or summarize.

Why Is Question Generation Important 
During Science and Social Studies?
It is important to equip content area teachers with 
evidence-based instructional practices that are fea-
sible to implement, align with rigorous state stan-
dards, meet the needs of diverse learners, and improve 
content area learning through text reading. Question 

Figure 2 
Question Types

Note. The color figure can be viewed in the online version of this article at http://ila.onlinelibrary.wiley.com.

http://ila.onlinelibrary.wiley.com
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generation is one such practice that helps students ac-
quire knowledge from text in content area classes (e.g., 
Vaughn et al., 2011). First, teaching students to gener-
ate and respond to their own questions helps learners 
engage in close reading of text in a way that does not 
occur with teacher-generated questions. Second, the 
practice helps students identify and remember what 
they have read or heard. Finally, when implemented in 
small groups or collaborative learning pairs, question 
generation facilitates text-based discussion in which 
students control and engage in a higher level of aca-
demic talk.

Incorporating Teacher Input to 
Customize Question Generation
Recently, through an Institute of Education Sciences 
grant, we identified question generation as one of sev-
eral evidence-based literacy practices for middle school 
content area teachers. We collaborated with expert 
science and social studies middle school teachers to 
iteratively develop professional development materi-
als, ongoing coaching and support systems, practice 
guides, and student materials for question generation. 
The goal of this collaboration was to make the practice 
understandable, usable, and feasible for content area 
teachers; this development process resulted in a set of 
publicly available materials for all educators to access 
(see the More to Explore sidebar). Key takeaways from 
the development process include the following:

■ Teach two question types: As previously discussed, 
we encourage teachers to use two key question types: 
specific questions, addressing basic fact recall, and 
wide questions, addressing inference making and 
connecting ideas within and across texts.

■ Provide teachers with examples of how to model 
question generation: Teachers benefit from support 
with the actual implementation, or modeling, of the 
practice during science and social studies with cor-
responding texts. Researchers and teachers code-
veloped model lesson packets that include sample 
science and social studies texts, prepared questions 
and answers, and prepared teacher talk examples 
(see Figures 3 and 4).

Question Generation 
and Disciplinary Literacy
Shanahan and Shanahan (2008) described the impor-
tance of mastering intermediate literacy skills (e.g., 

comprehension monitoring, access to more complex 
forms of text, critical thinking surrounding author in-
tentions) before students develop less generalizable lit-
eracy skills that are specific to a particular discipline. 
Many middle school readers progress to developing dis-
ciplinary literacy skills and routines by the end of mid-
dle school; however, this may not be so for struggling 
readers in the general education classroom.

We implement question generation across content 
areas as a way to support middle school readers with 
developing intermediate literacy skills so they can 
move to mastering more discipline-specific literacy 
skills in the secondary grades. Even though question 
generation can be applied across content areas, we rec-
ognize that science and social studies teachers may use 
discipline-specific literacy approaches while teaching 
this practice and that there will be nuances to how the 
question generation practice is applied in each content 
area.

Implementing Question Generation
Teachers implement question generation by preparing 
a model lesson, delivering the model lesson, and inte-
grating practice opportunities so students use ques-
tion writing regularly to acquire content knowledge 
from text. Based on our collaborative work between 
researchers and educators, we offer a detailed descrip-
tion of preparing and delivering model lessons, includ-
ing step-by-step examples of teacher talk for modeling 
specific questions and wide questions using science and 
social studies texts. Guidance on integrating question 
generation into instruction is provided to facilitate ef-
fective use in the classroom.

Prepare a Model Lesson
Prepare the model lesson using a text that contains ap-
proximately five paragraphs or sections, presents in-
formation on a familiar or interesting topic, and is on 
students’ reading level so they can focus on learning the 
practice rather than tediously trying to decode or make 
sense of a complex text (i.e., once students learn how to 
generate questions, teachers can select more advanced 
texts for use during guided and independent practice). 
Next, identify sections of text that focus on connected 
ideas or content. The text may already be divided into sec-
tions with existing headings; if not, identify sections of 
text that make sense for students to focus on when gener-
ating questions. Consider adding headings if it would as-
sist students with identifying the key ideas in each section.
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Figure 3 
Sample Passage for Modeling Specific Questions

Note. The color figure can be viewed in the online version of this article at http://ila.onlinelibrary.wiley.com.

http://ila.onlinelibrary.wiley.com
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Figure 4 
Sample Passage for Modeling Wide Questions

Note. Adapted with permission of the author.  The color figure can be viewed in the online version of this article at http://ila.onlinelibrary.wiley.com.

http://ila.onlinelibrary.wiley.com
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Finally, prepare questions and answers for each sec-
tion of text. Keep the following guidelines in mind as 
you prepare your questions:

■ Identify specific questions that use different ques-
tion stems (i.e., who, what, when, where, why, how). 
Consider modeling specific questions that start with 
why or how and yet still can be answered in one place 
in the text (e.g., “How many people fought in the 
Battle of the Alamo?”).

■ Check that your specific questions can be answered 
in one place or one sentence in the text.

■ Identify wide questions that use different question 
stems (i.e., who, what, when, where, why, how, de-
scribe, explain, summarize).

■ Prepare wide questions that can be answered using 
information from multiple places (i.e., in the same 
text, in two different texts, in the text and using 
background knowledge).

■ Check that your wide questions can be answered in 
more than one sentence.

Teach the Model Lesson
Finally, deliver the model lessons, at least one for spe-
cific questions and at least one for wide questions. 
When teaching any new practice, always begin by set-
ting a purpose for learning. Provide a brief statement 
that explains the practice and why it is helpful. Then, 
explicitly introduce the practice by describing each step 
and the question types. Finally, model the practice with 
a think-aloud.

Here, we demonstrate how to model generating 
specific and wide questions. We provide sample so-
cial studies and science texts, accompanying teacher 
talk, and completed question logs to illustrate the full 
modeling process. These examples are based on the 
support materials resulting from our collaborative 
work with educators. Depending on students’ needs, 
teachers may choose to introduce specific questions 
first and introduce wide questions after students have 
a firm understanding of how to write and answer spe-
cific questions.

How to Model Specific Questions. Teaching stu-
dents how to generate specific questions is a good 
starting point. Most students typically learn to rec-
ognize and write specific questions quickly (i.e., af-
ter one modeling lesson) because the questions focus 
on details and facts stated directly in the text. Some 

students, especially those with learning disabilities, 
may experience difficulties and require an additional 
modeling lesson.

Step 1: Set a purpose for learning and introduce the 
practice. First, explicitly state the purpose for learning 
the new practice and how it will help students with their 
reading comprehension.

Sometimes, when we read a science passage, we don’t read 
carefully enough, or we read too quickly. There are steps we 
can take to help us. Usually, I ask the questions while you 
read, but now you will learn how to ask and answer your 
own questions while you read. This practice will help you 
understand the science concepts and remember the impor-
tant information when you read.

Next, explain the steps for generating questions and 
tell students that they will learn how to generate spe-
cific questions.

Here are the steps we’ll use. First, you’ll read a passage. 
Then, I’ll give you a stopping point, where you will write a 
certain type of question in your question log. Finally, you’ll 
answer that question using evidence from the passage. 
“Evidence” means information or facts from the passage 
that help you answer the question.

Today, you will learn about specific questions. Look at 
this poster or your cue card. A specific question asks about 
a single important fact or idea from the text. It can be an-
swered in just one word or sentence. You can actually point 
to the answer, word for word, in the text. Specific questions 
usually start with who, what, when, where, why, or how. For 
example, a specific question might ask, What is the largest 
ocean? That question asks about a single fact, and the an-
swer could probably be found in just one place in the text. 
You could point to the answer in the passage and answer it 
in just one phrase: the Pacific Ocean.

Step 2: Introduce the passage and begin modeling. 
Next, begin the modeling process using a text that is in-
teresting to students and at their independent reading 
level. For example, a sixth-grade science teacher might 
use the passage “What Are Clouds?” by NASA (2017; see 
Figure 3). Selecting an appropriate text helps students 
focus on the steps of question generation rather than 
on reading the text. Introduce the passage and then 
read the first section of text (e.g., paragraphs 1–3) aloud 
to students.

Now that I’ve described the question writing strategy and 
how to write specific questions, I will show you how to use 
it. Look at your passage, “What Are Clouds?” I will read this 
passage aloud and stop where it says I should write a ques-
tion. I’ll use the cue card and our classroom poster to help 
me. Follow along and watch as I show you how to do this.
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Step 3: Model how to write a specific question 
while thinking aloud. After reading the first sec-
tion of text aloud, stop and model how to generate a 
specific question. Remind students what a specific 
question is and then think aloud while developing the 
specific question. Ask students to watch as you fill in 
the question log.

Remember that I will write a specific question, one that 
can be answered in one word or one sentence, and I can put 
my finger on the answer in the text word for word. First, 
I will locate a fact that tells who, what, when, where, why, 
or how information. I could ask, How do clouds form? be-
cause that’s the heading for this section, but I will come 
up with another question. I remember that the paragraph 
talks about how the sky is full of water, but you cannot see 
the water drops because they are in the form of a gas. This 
gas is called water vapor. (Underline this sentence in the 
passage.)

Next, I’ll turn this fact into a question. Because this fact 
explains why we can’t see rain in the sky most of the time, 
I will ask a why question: Why are drops of water usually 
too small to see in the sky? Then, I’ll check to be sure the 
answer is in one place or one sentence. Yes, the answer is in 
one place in paragraph 3. Last, I’ll write question, answer, 
and text evidence on the question log.

Question Answer Evidence

Why are drops of 
water usually too 
small to see in the 
sky?

Drops of water are too 
small to see because 
they turned into a gas 
called water vapor.

Paragraph 3

Step 4: Model another specific question. Next, model 
how to generate another specific question using the 
next section of text (e.g., paragraphs 4 and 5). Read this 
section aloud to students as they follow along, think 
aloud as you generate the question, and complete the 
question log.

Now, I will stop and write another specif ic question. 
Remember that a specific question can be answered in one 
word or one sentence. I can put my finger on the answer in 
the text. First, I will locate a fact that tells who, what, when, 
where, why, or how information. I remember reading about 
the shape of cumulus clouds. They look like giant cotton 
balls. (Underline this sentence in the passage.)

Next, I’ll turn this fact into a question. Because this fact 
describes the shape of cumulus clouds, I will f lip the fact 
into a what question: What do cumulus clouds look like? I 
also remember that the paragraph describes where they are 
located, so I also could have asked a where question: Where 
are cumulus clouds located? Then, I’ll check to be sure the 
answer is in one place or one sentence. Yes, the answer is in 
one place in paragraph 5. Last, I’ll write the question and 
answer on the question log.

Question Answer Evidence

What do cumulus 
clouds look like?

Cumulus clouds look 
like giant cotton balls 
in the sky.

Paragraph 5

How to Model Wide Questions. Students may grasp 
specific questions fairly quickly, but wide questions 
tend to be more difficult. Consider modeling wide ques-
tions more than once or modeling this question type in 
a separate lesson. Adjust your instruction accordingly 
to meet the needs of your students and to address the 
instructional content for that particular day. This mod-
eling example uses a social studies text.

Step 1: Set a purpose for learning and introduce 
the question type. First, review specific questions 
with students and tell them that they will learn about 
another type of question: wide questions. Describe how 
wide questions differ from specific questions.

We’ve been writing specific questions to help us under-
stand and remember what we’re reading. Remember, spe-
cific questions ask about a single important fact or idea 
from the text. You can put your finger on the answer to the 
question in one place.

Today, you will learn how to write wide questions. A 
wide question is broader and asks about a big idea from the 
text. The answer may be in different parts of the same text, 
in the text you’re reading and another text, or in the text 
and your head, using some information that you’ve already 
learned.

Step 2: Introduce the passage and begin model-
ing. Begin the modeling process by introducing the 
title of the passage (again, one that is interesting and 
at students’ independent reading level) and asking stu-
dents to follow along as you read the passage. This ex-
ample uses the social studies passage “Traveling West” 
by Barbara Radner (2005; see Figure 4). A student cue 
card and poster may also be helpful while teaching wide 
questions (see the fourth item in the More to Explore 
sidebar).

Look at your passage, "Traveling West." I will read this 
passage aloud and stop where it says I should write a 
question. I’ll use the cue card and our classroom poster 
to help me. Follow along and watch as I show you how to 
do this.

Step 3: Model how to write a wide question 
while thinking aloud. After reading the first sec-
tion (paragraphs 1 and 2) aloud, stop and remind stu-
dents what a wide question is, referring to the cue 
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card or poster as needed. Next, think aloud as the 
wide question is developed. It is important to show 
students how to locate information in two different 
places and use the information to write a question. 
Record the question and answer on the question log 
as students watch.

Remember, for a wide question, the answer can be found 
in multiple places, and the answer usually requires more 
than one sentence. First, I will locate facts in two or more 
places in the text. I remember that paragraph 1 talks about 
people’s desire to expand to the land out west, to farm 
new land, and to spread American customs. I think this 
was called manifest destiny. (Underline these facts in the 
passage.)

Next, I’ll think about how the facts are related. All of 
these facts explain the reasons why Americans wanted to 
travel out west, so I will write a why question: Why did 
people want to travel west? Then, I’ll check to be sure my 
answer comes from multiple sources (in the same text, in 
two texts, or from the text and in my head). Yes, the an-
swer comes from multiple places in paragraphs 1 and 2. 
Last, I’ll write the question, answer, and text evidence in 
my log.

Question Answer Evidence

Why did people 
want to travel west?

People wanted to 
travel west to find 
new farm land, to 
share American 
customs and 
practices, and to 
start a new life 
across the continent.

Paragraphs 
1 and 2

Step 4: Model another wide question. Next, model 
how to generate another wide question using the next 
section of text (e.g., paragraph 3). Read this section 
aloud to students as they follow along, think aloud as 
you generate the question, and complete the ques-
tion log.

Now, I  w i l l  stop a nd w r it e a not her w ide quest ion. 
Remember, for a wide question, the answer can be found in 
multiple places, and the answer likely requires more than 
one sentence. First, I will locate facts in two or more places 
in the text. This paragraph talked a lot about how diffi-
cult the journey was out west. For example, there weren’t 
any roads, it was really dangerous, and it took a long time, 
more than a year. Sometimes, the wagons got stuck, too. 
(Underline these facts in the passage.)

Next, I’ll think about how the facts are related. All of 
these facts explain the reasons why traveling west was so 
difficult, so I will write another why question: Why was 
travel from the East to the west so difficult? Then, I’ll check 

to be sure my answer comes from multiple places (in the 
same text, in two texts, or from the text and in my head). Yes, 
the answer comes from multiple places in paragraph 3. Last, 
I’ll write the question, answer, and text evidence in my log.

Question Answer Evidence

Why was travel 
from the East 
to the west so 
difficult?

Travel from the East to 
the west was difficult 
because it was slow 
and dangerous. People 
traveled in small wagons 
with limited supplies. If the 
ground was muddy, the 
wagons could get stuck.

Paragraph 3

Integrate Practice Opportunities 
After Modeling
After model lessons, teachers provide guided practice 
with various instructional formats: the whole class, 
small groups, collaborative learning pairs, or inde-
pendent practice. These practice opportunities should 
always include feedback from the teacher so students’ 
question writing improves, and they become indepen-
dent users of question writing.

Question writing can be used with various lengths 
of text, depending on teachers’ instructional goal and 
students’ needs. For example, students can be orga-
nized into small groups and work together to generate 
questions for an entire chapter, passage, or primary 
source document. At other times, teachers may wish to 
use just one paragraph of text to emphasize or review 
an important concept, and a question can be gener-
ated and answered in the first five minutes of class as 
a warm-up.

Although question writing is intended to be used 
with text to help students monitor comprehension, it 
can occasionally be used without text. For example, stu-
dents might complete a science lab and then generate 
a wide question about lab results (e.g., What is the dif-
ference between mass and weight?). Or, students might 
generate questions in collaborative learning pairs af-
ter a presentation or video clip in social studies (e.g., 
What events led to the American Revolution?). Using 
question generation without text improves listening 
comprehension.

Conclusion
Teachers like Mr. Wallace and Ms. Rangel are eager to 
learn more about supporting students in understanding 
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and learning from content area texts. The transition to 
using text more regularly to acquire content knowledge 
may be challenging for some content area teachers. 
Many students have difficulty with recalling important 
information, reading to learn, and engaging in mean-
ingful text-based discussions during science and social 
studies.

Question generation is one evidence-based practice 
that can be easily integrated into teachers’ existing 
instruction and that supports students’ text compre-
hension and content learning. Educators interested in 
implementing question generation may review the rec-
ommended resources in the More to Explore sidebar. 

There, educators will find links to practice guides, in-
structional materials, videos, and teacher reference 
books.
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TAKE ACTION!
Using question generation to improve comprehension:

1. Provide opportunities for students to read and learn 
from text daily. Embed at least five minutes of text 
reading daily in science and social studies classes. 
Students can read a variety of text types, including 
informational text, persuasive arguments, proce-
dural instructions, and primary source documents 
(e.g., scientific logs, official government 
documents).

2. Select a text for your modeling lesson. Identify a 
text that contains approximately five paragraphs 
or sections, presents information on a familiar or 
interesting topic, and is on students’ independent 
reading level.

3. Prepare the text for your model lesson. Identify 
sections of text that make sense for students 
to focus on when generating questions. Next, 
prepare questions and answers for each section of 
text.

4. Model writing specific and wide questions. First, set 
a purpose for learning. Then, read a section of the 
prepared text aloud to the class. Describe the type of 
question you are modeling, and show students how 
to ask and answer a question for that section of text 
(see Figures 3 and 4 for examples of how to model 
questions in your classroom).

5. Provide opportunities for practice. Students might 
grasp specific questions quickly; if so, move on 
to wide questions. If students struggle with the 
practice, model again with a lower level text. Use 
knowledge of your students to gauge the pace, level 
of text, and additional modeling you may need to 
provide.

http://www.act.org/research/policymakers/pdf/reading_summary.pdf
http://www.act.org/research/policymakers/pdf/reading_summary.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1353/foc.2012.0013
https://doi.org/10.1353/foc.2012.0013
https://doi.org/10.1207/s1532690xci0102_1
https://doi.org/10.1207/s1532690xci0102_1
https://doi.org/10.3102/0002831213504237


322Journal of Adolescent & Adult Literacy  Vol. 64  No. 3 November/December 2020    literacyworldwide.org

FEATURE ARTICLE 

Shanahan, T., & Shanahan, C. (2008). Teaching disciplinary lit-
eracy to adolescents: Rethinking content-area literacy. Har-
vard Educational Review, 78(1), 40–59. https://doi.org/10. 
17763/ haer.78.1.v6244 4321p 602101

Swanson, E., Wanzek, J., McCulley, L., Stillman-Spisak, S., 
Vaughn, S., Simmons, D., … Hairrell, A. (2016). Literacy 
and text reading in middle and high school social studies 
and English language arts classrooms. Reading & Writing 
Quarterly, 32(3), 199–222. https://doi.org/10.1080/10573 569. 
2014.910718

Vaughn, S., Klingner, J.K., Swanson, E.A., Boardman, A.G., Rob-
erts, G., Mohammed, S.S., & Stillman-Spisak, S.J. (2011). Effi-
cacy of collaborative strategic reading with middle school 
students. American Educational Research Journal, 48(4), 
938–964. https://doi.org/10.3102/00028 31211 410305

Vaughn, S., Roberts, G., Swanson, E.A., Wanzek, J., Fall, A.M., 
& Stillman-Spisak, S.J. (2015). Improving middle-school 
students’ knowledge and comprehension in social studies: 
A replication. Educational Psychology Review, 27(1), 31–50. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s1064 8-014-9274-2

Vaughn, S., Swanson, E.A., Roberts, G., Wanzek, J., Stillman-
Spisak, S.J., Solis, M., & Simmons, D. (2013). Improving read-
ing comprehension and social studies knowledge in middle 
school. Reading Research Quarterly, 48(1), 77–93. https://doi.
org/10.1002/rrq.039

LITERATURE CITED

NASA. (2017). What are clouds? Retrieved from https://www. 
nasa.gov/audie nce/forst udent s/k-4/stori es/nasa-knows/ what-  
are-cloud s-k4.html

Radner, B. (2005). Traveling west. Retrieved from https://www.
commo nlit.org/en/texts/ trave ling-west

MORE TO EXPLORE

 ■ Denton, C., Bryan, D., Wexler, J., Reed, D., & Vaughn, 
S. (2007). Effective instruction for middle school 
students with reading difficulties: The reading teacher’s 
sourcebook. Retrieved from https://www.meado wscen 
ter.org/libra ry/resou rce/effec tive-instr uctio n-for-middl 
e-schoo l-stude nts-with-readi ng-diffi culties

 ■ The IRIS Center. (2012). Secondary reading 
instruction: Teaching vocabulary and 
comprehension in the content areas. Retrieved 
from https://iris.peabo dy.vande rbilt.edu/modul e/
sec-rdng/creso urce/q3/p13

 ■ The Meadows Center for Preventing Educational 
Risk. (2016). The Middle School Matters field guide: 
Research-based principles, practice, and tools. 
Retrieved from https://great middl escho ols.org/
resou rces/field -guide

 ■ The Meadows Center for Preventing Educational 
Risk. (2020). The Middle School Matters generating 
questions toolkit. Retrieved from https://great middl 
escho ols.org/gener ating -quest ions

 ■ Vaughn Gross Center for Reading and Language 
Arts at The University of Texas at Austin. (2010). TALA 
videos: Generating questions (comprehension). 
Retrieved from https://www.meado wscen ter.org/
libra ry/resou rce/tala-video s-gener ating -quest ions-
compr ehension

MEET THE NEW EDITOR TEAM FOR  
Journal of Adolescent & Adult Literacy!

Judith Franzak 
Senior Editor

Laurie Henry  
Associate Editor

Heather Porter
 Associate Editor

Thea Williamson
Associate Editor

Koomi Kim
Associate Editor

Among the team’s goals are 
increasing contributions from 
scholars outside of North 
America and placing a heavier 
emphasis on family and 
community-based applications. 
They also hope to expand the 
journal’s reach through social 
media.

Learn more about the team at:
  literacyworldwide.org/jaal-editors

https://doi.org/10.17763/haer.78.1.v62444321p602101
https://doi.org/10.17763/haer.78.1.v62444321p602101
https://doi.org/10.1080/10573569.2014.910718
https://doi.org/10.1080/10573569.2014.910718
https://doi.org/10.3102/0002831211410305
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10648-014-9274-2
https://doi.org/10.1002/rrq.039
https://doi.org/10.1002/rrq.039
https://www.nasa.gov/audience/forstudents/k-4/stories/nasa-knows/what-are-clouds-k4.html
https://www.nasa.gov/audience/forstudents/k-4/stories/nasa-knows/what-are-clouds-k4.html
https://www.nasa.gov/audience/forstudents/k-4/stories/nasa-knows/what-are-clouds-k4.html
https://www.commonlit.org/en/texts/traveling-west
https://www.commonlit.org/en/texts/traveling-west
https://www.meadowscenter.org/library/resource/effective-instruction-for-middle-school-students-with-reading-difficulties
https://www.meadowscenter.org/library/resource/effective-instruction-for-middle-school-students-with-reading-difficulties
https://www.meadowscenter.org/library/resource/effective-instruction-for-middle-school-students-with-reading-difficulties
https://iris.peabody.vanderbilt.edu/module/sec-rdng/cresource/q3/p13
https://iris.peabody.vanderbilt.edu/module/sec-rdng/cresource/q3/p13
https://greatmiddleschools.org/resources/field-guide
https://greatmiddleschools.org/resources/field-guide
https://greatmiddleschools.org/generating-questions
https://greatmiddleschools.org/generating-questions
https://www.meadowscenter.org/library/resource/tala-videos-generating-questions-comprehension
https://www.meadowscenter.org/library/resource/tala-videos-generating-questions-comprehension
https://www.meadowscenter.org/library/resource/tala-videos-generating-questions-comprehension

