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Asking the ‘big’ critical question might seem scary. We are taught to build in success. In 
some ways, it’s counterintuitive. The problem is that easy questions don’t help with text 
processing. Consider though, that there actually is built in success in the critical questioning 
process. If you ask a critical question, you scaff old  that student until s/he has completed the 
thinking process and made the inference. The underlying message is, I believe you can do 
this. The modeling is I am going to keep scaff olding your thinking until your brain gets  the 
answer. I frequently say this to students. 

When to Use Text-Based Cri� cal Ques� ons
You can use critical questions with all types of students at all levels. I’ve seen them used 
quite successfully in kindergarten. I’ve used them with all types of struggling readers, 
including non-decoders. I’ve also used them with students who were non-native speakers 
and non-English readers as well as with students who had IEPs for many various reasons. 
In fact, for some struggling readers, understanding text processing might be their ‘way in.’ 
They also work great in advanced placement English, when using core content text, and for 
SAT prep. 

Sec� on 2
Types of Text-Based Cri� cal Ques� ons

I have been analyzing text and comprehension roadblocks for the twenty years I’ve been 
working in comprehension intervention. The type of critical question you want to ask de-
pends upon 1) what elements are in the text, and 2) what your reader needs in the moment. 
We want to provide students with the best question for the job. There are three types of criti-
cal questions we use in both the ACRI intervention and in content area literacy instruction. 
Each question type is critical because each engages the reader in a diff erent form of cogni-
tive processing. Thus, when used together, the three types of questions really do cover the 
ways in which readers have to think critically to process text. 

We frequently use an altered form of Question Answer Relationships (Raphael, 1986) to 
understand how to make inferences within and across details. Text Structure Questions 
align with determining the author’s purpose and rhetorical pattern used in the body of the 
text (i.e., Russell 2023; Russell 2005) while Questioning the Author (Beck et al., 1997) 
questions lend themselves nicely to thinking critically with text features. What follows is a 
discussion of each type of question along with the type of thinking readers do when en-
gaged in answering each type of question. 
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One of the three types of text-based cri� cal ques� ons is outlined at 
length in each of the next three sec� ons:  

-Ques� on Answer Rela� onships
-Text Structure Ques� ons 
-Ques� oning the Author

Ques� on Type 1
Three-Level Ques� on-Answer Rela� onships

While both text structure and Questioning the Author questions require particular types of 
inferencing, text-based inferences that focus on how smaller details fi t together are a very 
specifi c and critical type of inferencing readers must do. I often use a modifi ed form of 
Question Answer Relationships (QARs) (i.e., Afriani et al., 2020)  You may even be using 
the original QARs in your classroom, which  include question types like ‘author and you,’ 
‘right there,’ and ‘book and my brain,’ (Raphael, 1986). 

When using these with struggling readers, I discovered that the nuances within the types 
of inferential questions were very tricky. And, I wanted students to understand that their 
job was to make an inference based on the ‘clues’ in the text. Furthermore, I was working 
with secondary students. The original QAR language doesn’t translate well into high school 
classrooms. I needed a way to label the questions that aligned with the curriculum. As my 
pilot intervention sessions wore on, we came to discuss just three types of questions – lit-
eral, inferential, and extension (Russell, 2005). Thus, I refer to them as three-level QARs 
because each level signifi es a diff erent source for answering the question and consequently, 
a diff erent cognitive process.  The defi nitions of each type of are in the text box below. 
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Defi ni� ons of the Three-Level  QAR Ques� on Types 

1. Literal Ques� on – The answer to a literal ques� on is right there in 
the text. All the reader has to do is fi nd the answer and pull it out. 

2. Inferen� al Ques� on – The answer to an inferen� al ques� on is 
not directly stated. However, the author provides enough details, 
pieces of data (I like to call them ‘clues’) that the reader can create 
an accurate inference across the details

3. Extension Ques� on- The answer to an extension ques� on is not 
found in the text. The reader must look to an outside source to fi nd 
the answer. 

How do Three-Level QARs Work? 
Understanding how each of these questions works is very important for students in relation 
to text processing. It helps them to understand what their job is. Their job is exactly the rela-
tionship between the question and the answer. To answer an inferential text-based question, 
I have to understand that it’s asking me for an inference. I also have to understand what my 
job is not. This is a type of procedural knowledge that we need to focus on intentionally. 
As a reader, I understand that there is a text I’m supposed to use. My task is to answer the 
posed question. But what is the procedure for doing so? The examples below using the 
orcas text illustrate the diff erence in the three types of questions.

Sample Text for Literal, Inferential and Extension Questions

Toothed whales like orcas  are meat eaters and have teeth. Unlike the 
all-black humpback, orcas typically have black and white pa� erned 
skin. Baleen whales like humpbacks, have baleen plates to fi lter out 
water so they can eat small fi sh and plankton. They tend to be larger 
and more docile than orcas. 
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_________________________________________________________________

Literal QAR Example – What do orcas eat?

The reader’s only job is to go into the text, fi nd the answer, and say it by rote - ‘meat.’ It 
requires no synthesis or critical thought of any of the content information. As a reader, 
though, I still have to understand that my job is to pull a literal detail from the text. And, I 
have to know which literal detail matches the question. In this case the relationship between 
the question and answer is literal. 

_________________________________________________________________

Inferential QAR Example – How do baleen plates work?

In this case, the answer is not simply ‘they fi lter out water so they can eat small fi sh and 
plants.’ That answer tells me what the baleen plates do. How they work is a diff erent ques-
tion. The reader must fi rst understand that the question requires an inference because the 
answer is not directly stated in the text. Then, the reader must use the small, discrete details 
or clues. To do so, the reader must determine which of the details help answer the question. 
In this case, there are two: the baleen plates fi lter out water, and the whale can eat small fi sh 
and plants. 

Once the reader understands which details to use, s/he must make many inferences to 
synthesize the information. Importantly, readers must also make the correct inferences. The 
reader has to infer:

• That the plates are in the whale’s mouth.
• That when the whale takes up a big scoop of water, there are small fi sh and 

plankton in that water. 
• The baleen plates allow the water to drain out of the whale’s mouth, so it must 

work like a strainer. 
• What’s left in the whales’ mouth are the small fi sh and plankton that the whale 

can now eat without swallowing water. 

Vocabulary inferences may also need to happen. Using context, the reader may be able to 
determine ‘fi lter’ is like a strainer, or allows drainage. If the reader is unfamiliar with the 
word ‘plankton,’ s/he can infer that it’s something the humpback eats. 

In this case, the relationship between the question and the answer is inferential. Once the 
information is synthesized, the reader’s answer might sound something like this: The whale 
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collects small fi sh and plants in its mouth when it scoops up water. The baleen plates work 
to fi lter water out of the whale’s mouth and back into the ocean so that the whale can eat 
the small fi sh and plants without swallowing all the water. 

Notice that the answer contains the inferential pieces, particularly at the end. The big (and 
accurate) inference to make is that the plates allow the whale to swallow food without swal-
lowing gallons of water. It is really important to make sure readers work through and state 
out loud the complete inference.  A common oversight I run into is assuming the reader has 
made the inference because s/he can restate the literal details, or not probing for the com-
plete inference. Just stating one part of the inference does not guarantee that the reader got 
the whole way to the idea of not swallowing the water. 

_________________________________________________________________

Extension Question Example – What kinds of meat do orcas eat? 

The reader cannot answer this from the text. The actual types of food orcas might eat are 
not stated. The reader needs to fi nd another source of information. Not incidentally, the 
reader needs to have processed the textbase to determine that the text does not contain the 
answer. In this case, there is no way to match the question to the text. 

_________________________________________________________________

Teaching with Thee-Level QARs 
Hopefully, it’s obvious that you want to put the most time and eff ort into the inferential type 
questions. However, it’s also important to teach all three question types and to juxtapose 
them against one another. There are a few important points about the teaching question 
types. 

• Practice inferencing fi rst and frequently. Use the term ‘inference.’ Use all three 
terms as they arise. 

• After students have practiced making text-based inferences, introduce the QARs. 
• Once students have practice with answering the inferential questions, I give them 

a blackline master with the three types of questions listed. 
• Use this, or a similar handout to teach the three types of QARs. 
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*Answering the Ques� on Asked
3 Types of Ques� ons

1 Right There (Literal)

2 The Book and my Brain (Make an Inference)

3 On My Own (Extension) 

*Adapted from Raphael, 1986. 

To do so, I juxtapose a literal question against an inferential question. And, we answer the 
questions fi rst. Reading and answering the question fi rst gives students a frame of reference 
for labeling the answers. I might ask them to read and answer the questions a) What do or-
cas eat? And b) How do baleen plates work? We would read and answer the questions fi rst. 
Then we would use the defi nitions to determine which answer is literal and which answer is 
inferential and why. I teach extension last as an example of what we can’t fi nd in the text. 

Finally, it’s important to keep referring to the types of questions repeatedly. Recall that we 
want students to develop a schema or mental model for text processing. They’re not going 
to immediately understand how to engage in the process. You need to keep discussing why a 
question is inferential, and how to put the details together that allow you to make an accu-
rate inference. 

Ques� on Type 2
Text Structure Ques� ons

Questions about text structure and rhetorical pattern help students understand the organi-
zational choices the author makes. They help to make the connection between the author’s 
structure and the content it carries (Russell, 2005). The writer’s choice of structure tells a 
reader a lot about the author’s intended meaning. This is very important because people 
who do not have mental models for text see each detail as discrete and unrelated to all the 
other details. 

When readers can identify the rhetorical pattern, they are engaging in the situation mod-
el because they are actively using their reader base information about text structures to 
help them comprehend the text at hand. Profi cient readers rarely think about this process. 
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You don’t often think out loud, “gee, I’m reading a causal paragraph right now!” Asking 
developing readers’ questions about text structure allows them to build their knowledge of 
text structures at the same time it allows them better access to the content carried in the text 
(Russell, 2023; Russell & Scott-Roller, 2023). 

Examples of Text Structure (TS) Ques� ons

• What is the main idea? 

• How does the author prove the main idea? 

• Is this a good main idea? 

• Is this a good argument? 

• What is the author’s claim? 

• Does the author prove her claim? 

• Is this a good summary? 

• What is the author comparing? 

• What is the text structure on this page?

• Do these details have to happen in order? 

• How are these details connected to each other? 

How do Text Structure Ques� ons Work? 
I can use the orcas and humpbacks passage to construct any number of critical questions 
that relate to the text structure. Each one is a little bit diff erent, but each one helps develop-
ing readers create mental models for how text structure works. 

Toothed whales like orcas  are meat eaters and have teeth. They are 
also very intelligent. Unlike the all-black humpback, orcas typically have 
black and white pa� erned skin. Baleen whales like humpbacks, have 
baleen plates to fi lter out water so they can eat small fi sh and plank-
ton. They tend to be larger and more docile than orcas. 
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_________________________________________________________________

TS Question 1- What is the author comparing? 

In this case, I would help students actually create the matrix. Typically, with compare and 
contrast, students are able to identify diff erences quite easily. They are mostly literal. Typi-
cally, students are able to fi ll in the diff erences between the orca and the humpback. A series 
of smaller scaff olded questions would allow them to identify and put in each of the details. 

Use caution, though. An inference is required to know that I need to place ‘small fi sh and 
plankton’ beside ‘meat.’ Inference is also required to determine that orcas are smaller and 
less docile. 

Once those diff erences are completed, it is easier to move students toward inferring the 
attributes or categories that go on the left-hand side. If orcas eat meat and Humpbacks eat 
small fi sh, what goes on the outside that is the same? 

A� ribute Orca Humpback Whale
What they eat Meat Small fi sh and plankton
What they use to eat Teeth Baleen plates 
Colorati on Black and white All black 
Size Smaller than the humpback Larger than the orca
Personality trait Less docile than the humpback More docile 
Intelligence Very intelligent NOT IN TEXT (NIT)

Let’s now return to the original question of What is the author comparing? Note that the 
question is not about how orcas and humpbacks are diff erent. Asking what’s diff erent is 
nothing but a literal list of diff erences. The answer to the question of what is the author 
comparing requires the use of the inferred attributes of similarity. The answer might read 
like this:

The author is comparing orca and humpback whales on the attributes of what they eat, 
what they use to eat, their color, size, and personality. 

Signifi cant critical thinking must take place to create the answer about what the author is 
comparing. First, the reader must determine which diff erences fi t together (i.e., meat vs. 
small fi sh and plants.) The reader also has to determine the implicit comparison for size and 
personality. Finally, the reader must determine how each of those traits illustrates a common 
characteristic across the two whales being compared. 
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Notice that I added a sentence to this paragraph: They are also very intelligent. The problem 
is we cannot infer whether humpbacks are or are not intelligent. In this case, we use ‘not 
in text.’ This is an important exercise because it concretely shows when we cannot make a 
comparison because the author did not include enough information. 

_________________________________________________________________

TS Question 2- What is the main idea? 

I will not re-create the matrix here but this question adds another level of critical thinking. 
The question does not indicate what the main idea might be. A main idea does exist. A writ-
ten main idea sentence might be: While orcas and humpbacks have some common features, 
they are also diff erent in some ways. 

Developing readers do not see the implicit main ideas in comparison writing. Likely, they 
will begin with the literal diff erences. Thus, after creating the matrix above and fi lling in 
both the diff erences and the common attributes, some scaff olded questions could help de-
veloping readers to infer the main idea. 

This text provides me with another, even higher level of processing that I have deliberately 
not discussed until now. The author is making comparisons. But she’s using the orca and 
the humpback as examples of whales in the larger categories of toothed or baleen whales. 
This provides an opportunity of discussing the author’s intent to classify whales and to use 
examples in the comparison to illustrate properties of animals in each category. As a reading 
specialist, whether or not I choose to engage students would depend on the situation. I 
would determine if my group was able to engage  that debate at that time or if I needed to 
stop with the comparisons. The other impetus would be if students brought it up. If they 
discovered the inconsistency, it is  likely want to uncover the problem. 

________________________________________________________________________

TS Question 3- How does the author prove the main idea? 

This question adds a diff erent level of critical thinking. Not only does the reader have to 
process the matrix of similarities and diff erences and identify the implicit main idea, the 
reader must connect the details in the matrix to the implied main idea and then be able to 
state that the author uses each of those details to prove how the animals are similar and 
diff erent. 

_________________________________________________________________
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Teaching with Text Structure Ques� ons
The most important thing to consider is how to choose the text structure question that will 
work best. Recall that text structures can occur at all levels of text. They happen in para-
graphs, sections, chapters, and across whole books. The example above is a paragraph level 
structure. Choose where to focus text structure questions based on where the most important 
meaning is carried. If this paragraph occurred in a longer book arguing why orcas are more 
aggressive, the small matrix of orca vs. humpback is not the most important information. 
Instead, we might consider more globally how the author constructs her argument about the 
orcas and aggression. 

The second consideration is your reader. Referring to the examples above, with a new 
group of readers who can process very little, you might choose the fi rst question: What is 
the author comparing? On the other hand, as your readers progress, they might have some 
knowledge of comparison. In that case, you might want choose the second or third question 
to help the reader build more layers of processing information. 

Ques� on Type 3
Ques� oning the Author

Questioning the Author (QtA) is a teaching methodology published by Beck, McKeown, 
Hamilton, and Kucan in 1997 in an eff ort to enhance text-based understanding through the 
idea of bringing the author into the discussion. There are also two, more recent volumes 
from the authors: Improving Comprehension with Questioning the Author: A Fresh and Ex-
panded View of a Powerful Approach, (Beck & MeKeown, 2006), and Robust Comprehen-
sion Instruction with Questioning the Author (Beck et.al., 2020). When you bring the author 
to the table and ask questions about the author’s message or why an author chose a certain 
thing, the ensuing discussion promotes debate leading to critical thinking with the textbase. 

Methodologically, you can use QtA questions to deal with any type of microstructure or 
macrostructure question. Indeed, if you look at the samples of text structure questions, some 
have ‘the author’ in the question. However, the place my intervention teachers fi nd them 
the most useful is in considering text features and layout (i.e., charts, graphs, photos, and 
captions)
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Recall in my Industrial Revolution think aloud that I did not treat all text features equally. 
I determined that the map might be more important than some other features. And, I made 
an error by overlooking the author’s claim because it was off set in a textbox. QtA questions 
can help readers make the requisite inferences to understand how each text feature supports 
the body of the text simply by asking Why did the author give us this map? Or Did the 
author give us a good heading? You can then discuss why or why not. 

The beauty of QtA is that while we can question the author, the author cannot directly 
answer us. Thus, diff erent readers will likely have diff erent interpretations of why and how 
the author made certain choices. Because the author is absent in person, we are encouraging 
debate about the author’s choices that leads to critical thinking with text. 

I fi nd QtA questions most useful in some particular situations. One is when the text layout 
is confusing, for example, a map is not on the page with the text to which it refers. A second 
is when headings and sub-headings don’t match the body of the text. A third occurs when 
multiple text features make a page layout overwhelming. 

Special Proper� es of QtA
Through my intervention work, I’ve discovered that QtA has some special properties for 
developing and struggling readers. This makes them great questions for helping students 
with little profi ciency engage in critical text processing. 

Immediate Effi  cacy Over Text. Asking an ‘author’ question allows students to have imme-
diate effi  cacy over text. This is true even if a reader cannot yet access all of the content. 
Simply by asking “Did the author give us a good heading?” or “Did the author choose a 
photo that matches the text?” students are able to answer and discuss using their strengths. 
They can draw upon their abilities, allowing the teacher to stretch those abilities. 

It’s Not All MY Fault! In particular, QtA provides older struggling readers with a new lens. 
For the fi rst time, they begin to realize that ‘it might not be all their fault.’ Authors can do 
things that make text confusing for the reader. For most of their school lives, older strug-
gling readers have believed that their inability to read and comprehend is their fault. That 
something is wrong with them. Continuing to try and remediate those weaknesses perpet-
uates that cycle. Questioning the Author can break that cycle. It is often the fi rst time they 
also realize that their job is to think with text. 
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Sample QtA Ques� ons*

Did the author give us a good heading? 

Why did the author choose this photo? 

Why did the author include this map? 

Why did the author boldface those words? 
* Caveat - Layout and edi� ng decisions about loca� on of text features are o� en made by editors. 
When working with struggling and developing readers, we simply discuss all text feature decisions 
as ‘author’s choices.’

__________________________________________________________________

QtA Question 1- (When the map is not on the page matching the text). Why 
did the author include the map?

In this case, the reader must fi rst determine how to interpret the information on the map. 
Map reading requires its own set of textbase understandings and the creation of inferences 
to determine how to interpret the information on the map. Then, the reader must determine 
how the map interfaces with the body of the text. This requires two more steps. First, the 
reader must understand the author’s message in the body of the text and then determine how 
the body of the text and the map work together. 

If the map is actually presented on a diff erent page from the text it accompanies, the task 
requires another layer of critical thought. The reader must then determine which section 
of text  relates to the map. This may seem obvious, but recall that readers without mental 
models for text process details as discrete and unrelated. A developing or struggling reader 
might not even consider that s/he’s supposed to look for a relationship between the two. 

__________________________________________________________________

QtA Question 2 – (When headings don’t all match the text). Did the author 
give us good headings?

Let’s assume the heading does not match the text. Pretend for a minute that I’d titled the or-
cas and humpbacks passage: What orcas Look Like. Does this title match the paragraph? To 
determine an answer, the reader fi rst has to comprehend the components of the paragraph, 
including the directly stated diff erences, the implicit diff erences, the implied categories, and 
the implicit text structure. Only then can readers debate whether the author did give us a 
good heading because indeed it does describe orcas, or whether she did not, because the gist 
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