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  Asking Comprehension Questions  

  

Throughout the day, teachers should ask students a variety of questions 
that are designed to improve their listening comprehension skills. The 
terms contextualized and decontextualized (also called concrete and 
abstract language, respectively) are used to refer to a continuum in which 
different types of questions require different levels of thinking. Building 
young children's decontextualized thinking skills is important, because it 
builds a solid foundation for later reading (Dickinson & Smith, 1994; 
Hindman, Connor, Jewkes, & Morrison, 2008; van Kleeck, Vander Woude, 
& Hammett, 2006).  

  

The contextualized end of the continuum includes concrete, basic language 
that is used to describe things that children can readily see, hear, or touch. 
The decontextualized end of the continuum includes abstract language that 
refers to things that are not part of the immediate environment and that 
require higher-level thinking to understand. The table below shows 
examples of questions at all points on the continuum.  
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Contextualized Topics 
 

Examples 
 

Level I 

 Label Objects 
 

 Locate/notice objects 
 

 Imitate/repeat a simple 
sentence/word 
 

 Rote counting of objects 

 

What is this called? 

Show me the whale. 

The dog is under the table. Where 
is the dog? 

Let’s count how many animals are 
on this page. 

 

Level II 

 Describe story actions/events 
that are immediately 
perceptually present in the 
text or illustrations 

 Describe perceptual qualities 
of objects (e.g., size, shape, 
color, parts of objects, type 
of objects, possession, 
quantities) 

 Recall information from a 
single page 

 

 

 

 

 

What is he doing? 
Where are they? 
 

What shape is the hole? 
What is this part called? 
Whose backpack is this? 

What did ________do? 
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Decontextualized Topics Examples 

Level III 

 Draw an inference from 
something not explicitly 
stated in text 

 Explain/infer character’s 
point of 
view/cognition/feelings 

 Evaluate or judge non-
perceptual qualities of 
objects/ideas/text as a whole 
 

 Compare similarities and 
differences of objects or 
characters 
 

 Summarize/synthesize 
information across more 
than one page 

 

 Draw text-to-life 
connection/comparison 
 

 Formulate a generalization 
about events. 

 

Do you think it is difficult to walk 
through that mud? 

How does _______feel now? 
 

How would you describe ______ in 
the story? (generous, clever, sad, 
hungry, beautiful, etc.) 
 
How are _____ and ______ the 
same/different? 
 

Do you think that looks like 
trouble? Why? 

Describe a time you went to a 
beach and what you did there. 

How would you describe their 
journey so far? 



Contextualized and Decontextualized Questioning Developing Talkers Handout 

 

Note: Adapted from Blank, Rose, & Berlin, 1978 

 

Level IV 

 Predict/hypothesize about 
subsequent events or 
conditions 
 

 Define a word’s meaning 
 

 Define the function/purpose 
of an object 
 

 Explain cause/effect 
 

 Explain how to solve a 
problem 
 

 Distinguish between fact and 
fiction 

 

What do you think will happen 
next? Why? 
 
 

What does ______ mean? 

What do you us a _____ for? 

 

What do you think happened next? 

How else could they have solved 
the problem? 

Can children really fly? How do you 
know that? 

 


