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A major objective of the instructional program is the 
development of reading and listening comprehension 
abilities which will enable the child to effectively derive. 
interpret and apply meaning. These abilities directly 
influence the success achieved by the individual 
throughout the primary. intermediate, junior high and 
high school levels and become even more critical as a 
student enters college or a trade, becomes employed and 
assumes personal life responsibilities. Clearly, 
comprehension abilities are of vital importance to personal 
success. 

In the following discussion we will, first, briefly explore 
logical analysis and empirical research related to the nature 
of the comprehension process. Second, an instructional 
framework will be formulated to account for 
comprehension levels and competencies, giving attention 
to questioning strategies of value to the practitioner in the 
classroom. 

Both logical analysis and empirical study indicate that 
the comprehension process involves a cluster of related 
mental abilities rather than a single mental skill (Ruddell, 
1974). The work of Bloom et al (1956) is one of the best 
known examples of logical analysis in the cognitive area. 
This work views cognition from the standpoint of five 
levels : remembering, reasoning. problemsolving. concept 
formation and creative thinking. Although the more 
abstract and advanced levels appear to include requisite 
mental processes from the simpler level, there is obvious 
overlap in the mental process. 

Barrett (1968)- utilizing the research of Bloom (1956), 
Sanders (1966), Letton (1958), and Guzak (1965)­
designed a taxonomy of cognitive and affective dimensions 
which accounts for various levels : literal comprehension, 
reorganization, inferential comprehension, evaluation and 
appreciation. Within each category, Barrett identifies 
specific skill objectives to be used for instructional 
purposes. Though based primarily on a logical analysis of 
the comprehension process, such a taxonomy can be of 
value to the classroom teacher in formulating questions 
and in initially assessing the relationship between cognitive 
levels and difficulty of questions. 

Numerous empirical studies provide information on 
comprehension levels and skill competencies. In 
summarizing approximately thirty studies, Lennon (1960) 
identifies several components of reading comprehension: 
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1. A general verbal factor closely related to vocabulary 
knowledge. 

2. Comprehension of explicitly-stated materials, the 
understanding of literal meanings. and the ability to 
follow directions. 

3. The comprehension of implicit or latent meanings 
such as the ability to draw inferences, to predict 
outcomes and to perceive an heirarchical arrangement 
of ideas within a selection labeled "reasoning in 
reading." 

4. Appreciation of the work by "seeing the intent or 
purpose of an author, judging the mood or tone of a 
selection (and) perceiving the literary device by means 
of which the author accomplishes his purposes." 

Davis' review of comprehension research (1971) reveals 
a range of comprehension competencies, including 
knowledge of and recalling word meanings; the ability to 
grasp detailed facts; drawing inferences about the meaning 
of a word from context; following the structure of a 
passage; weaving together ideas in the content; drawing 
inferences from the content; identifying a writer's 
techniques; recognizing a writer's purpose, attitude, tone 
and mood; and the ability to consider a passage objectively 
without being overwhelmed by personal experiences and 
feelings. Moreover. Davis found that the knowledge of 
word meaning and the ability to draw inferences from the 
content are two factors most critical to the comprehension 
process. 

Development of the comprehension process relies 
heavily on what Taba has termed "cognitive commerce," 
that active cognitive process occurring when the child 
interacts with the environment (Taba, 1965; Taha and 
Elzey, 1964). The question is a basic and commonly­
accepted tool used to stimulate thinking as well as to 
enhance the cognitive process and comprehension ability. 
Questions range from a focusing type - devised to 
establish a mental set or purpose for reading - to a raising 
type - designed to obtain additional information at a 
higher level of comprehension. Questions serve to clarify 
facts or ideas and to encourage the child to involve higher 
thinking skills - to consider the " why" of a process or 
phenomenon. As Freedle and Carroll (1972) point out, 
questions may serve to control "the reader's expectancies 
concerning what may be critical in the text, and thus of his 
attention to particular classes of details." In brief, questions 



allow a "guided exploration" approach to instruction by 
stimulating children to search for specific information 
clues, establish cause-and-effect relationships, and derive 
inferences. Skillful questioning strategies not only provide 
direct feedback to the child by indicating the 
appropriateness of a response but also provide direction 
for continued hypothesis-building during problemsolving. 

The research by Taha (1964, 1965); by Wolf, Huck and 
King (1967), and by Almy (1966) supports the view that 
questions and questioning strategies can he valuable 
instructional tools useful in developing the child's 
cognitive abilities. Unfortunately, it appears that teachers 
have had little opportunity to develop either competence or 
confidence in understanding or using questioning 
strategies or to seriously consider the importance of 
comprehension levels and skill competencies. Research by 
the writer revealed that in the primary grades 
approximately 70 percent of teacher questions are at the 
factual or literal comprehension levels (Ruddell and 
Williams, 1972). Guszak (1976) substantiates these 
findings with students in the second, fourth and sixth 
grades where his investigations revealed that 70 percent of 
the questions were concerned, for the most part, with 
"factual make-up of stories." Guszak believes that such 
questions actually "lead the student away from basic literal 
understanding of story plots, events, and sequences." 
Therefore, when devising factually-oriented questions, 
which may really be trivial-fact questions, teachers must 
constantly be aware of the danger that the child may miss 
the understanding of the broader text. 

The previous logical analysis and empirical research on 
the nature of the comprehension process was used to assist 
the formulation of the following comprehension 
framework (Ruddell, 1974). This framework accounts for 
the interaction of three comprehension levels identified as 
factual, interpretive and applicative, and specific skill 
competencies ranging from details through 
problemsolving. 

COMPREHENSION FRAMEWORK 
COMPREHENSION LEVELS 

SKILL 
COMPETENCIES 
DETAILS 

FACTUAL INTERPRETIVE APPLICATIVE 

Identifying 
Comparing 
Classifying 

SEQUENCE 
CAUSE AND EFFECT 
MAIN IDEA 
PREDICTING OUTCOME 
VALUING 

Personal judgement 
Char acler trait 

identification 
Author' s motive 

identification 
PROBLEMSOLVING 
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The comprehension levels vary along a continuum from 
recall of information to utilization of information in new 
situations. As viewed within this framework, the factual 
level relates directly to the factual content - information 
and ideas related to the reader or listener. To comprehend 
material at this level requires identification and recall of 
information. An important distinction between this level 
and the interpretive and applicative levels is that, at the 
factual level, the individual is not required to cognitively 
manipulate or control the details, sequence of ideas, and so 
on. The response may include valuing at a very basic level 
but would require no substantiation or support for the yes 
or no answers. 

At the interpretive level, however, the reader or listener 
must modify and manipulate the content by analyzing, 
reconstructing and inferring relationships using skill 
competencies such as details, sequence, cause and effect, 
main idea and prediction of outcomes. At this level, the 
individual must cognitively manipulate the ideas and 
information as reflected in his response although 
substantiation or support for the inferences derived may 
not be extensive. Valuing at the interpretive level may 
reflect inference based on personal experiences and 
judgment, character trait identification and identification 
of the author's motive. 

Finally, the applicative level of comprehension requires 
the reader or listener to transform, utilize and apply the 
information obtained by providing - in a new situation -
evidence of application through either verbal 
substantiation or direct manipulation of elements in the 
environment. 

Previous instructional experience has familiarized most 
teachers with the skill competencies identified in the 
instructional framework. The unique function of the 
framework as presented here, however, lies in 
incorporating each skill competency at a particular 
comprehension level. It is important that teachers develop 
an awareness of the range of competencies across levels as 
questions are formulated. To be useful to the classroom 
teacher, the foregoing research discussion and instructional 
conceptualization must be applied to the reality of the 
instructional setting. A brief excerpt from Charlotte's Web, 
with accompanying questions, will illustrate identification 
of comprehension levels and skill competencies in this 
regard. 

The reader will recall that at the point of the following 
excerpt, Wilbur has become even more rotund, and 
Charlotte is concerned about his future in the probable 
form of bacon in the Zukerman's smokehouse: 

On foggy mornings, Charlotte's web was 
truly a thing of beauty. This morning each 
thin strand was decorated with dozens of 
tiny beads of water. The web glistened in the 
light and made a pattern of loveliness and 
mystery, like a delicate veil. Even Lurvy, 
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who wasn't particularly interested in beauty, 
noted the web when he came with the pig's 
breakfast. He noted how clearly it showed 
up and he noted how big and carefully built 
it was. And then he took another look and 
he saw something that made him set his pail 
down. There, in the comer of the web, 
neatly woven in block letters, was a 
message. It said: 

SOME PIG! 
Lurvy felt weak. He brushed his hand 

across his eyes and stared harder at 
Charlotte's web (White, 1952). 

The following questions and answers illustrate the use 
of comprehension levels and skill competencies. 

1. What was written in Charlotte's web? 
Answer: SOME PIG! 
Comprehension Level/Skill Competency: Factual­
Identifying details. 

2. Why did Lurvy feel weak? 
Answer: Interpretation suggests that Lurvy believed 
it a rather unusual phenomenon to find the words 
SOME PIG! woven into a spider's web, and his 
actions express astonishment and surprise. 
Comprehension Level/Skill Competency: Interpretive 
- Cause and effect. 

3. If you had been the first person to see Charlotte's web 
that morning, how would you have reacted 7 
Answer: Responses will vary. 
Comprehension Level/Skill Competency: Applicative 
- Predicting outcomes. 

A note of caution in regard to utilizing comprehension 
levels and skill competencies must be observed, especially 
when designing questions at the interpretive and 
applicative levels. Formulating questions for instructional 
purposes requires that the teacher actually examine the 
story to determine whether or not a specific question is 
answered directly in the text. For example, in relation to the 
foregoing excerpt, consider the following question: "Why 
was Lurvy in the barnyard that morning?" Based on the 
"why" nature of the question, the teacher might assume 
immediately that an appropriate response would 
necessitate the use of the interpretive level; however, close 
examination of the text reveals the sentence: "Even Lurvy, 
who wasn't particularly interested in beauty, noted the web 
when he came with the pig's breakfast." In other words, if 
the answer to the question is stated in the text and 
therefore requires only informational recall rather than 
manipulation of information to arrive at possible 
interpretation or application, the question is at the factual 
level and, in this case, uses a cause-and-effect competency. 
By developing a greater sensitivity to the significance of 
comprehension levels and skill competencies, teachers can 
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effectively employ questions at the interpretive and 
applicative levels to enhance the classroom comprehension 
program through reading, listening and discussion 
activities. 

As discussed earlier, verbal interaction is frequently 
employed in the classroom setting but consists primarily of 
factual or literal comprehension questions and responses 
among teachers and children. By improving awareness of 
various questioning strategies, teachers can greatly increase 
the potential for developing comprehension levels and skill 
competencies when involving students in verbal 
interaction. Seven questioning strategies are described 
briefly in the following discussion (Ruddell, 1974; Taha, 
1965; Taha and Elzey, 1964): 

Focusing is a strategy used to initiate discussion or to 
refocus on an initial question. In a sense, a focusing 
question or response helps develop a mental set for verbal 
interaction. For example, during discussion of Hoban's 
Charley the Tramp, the teacher might ask: "Well, Charley 
certainly seemed to be a happy beaver; why do you think 
he left home?'' This constitutes a focusing question at the 
interpretive level, involving a cause-and-effect 
competency. 

Ignoring is a strategy everyone experiences periodically. 
Ignoring essentially occurs when a question or response is 
not accepted, and this rejection may result from such 
factors as time pressure or negative attitude toward an 
individual. 

Controlling is a strategy whereby an individual 
dominates the discussion, providing little opportunity for 
others to interact verbally. For example, the teacher might 
control the discussion by posing questions such as the 
following at the interpretive level, involving personal 
judgment: "That was a really good story, wasn't it?" 
"I think Willie made the right choice, don't you 7" 
"Who would you like to be in this story? Would you like 
to be Tony?" 

Receiving is a strategy by which a question or response 
is acknowledged but without any elaboration whatsoever. 
It is interesting to note that receiving can be either positive 
or negative - depending upon the actual response, the 
vocal tone, or the facial expression. Repeating the child's 
statement (as classroom teachers frequently do) provides 
the most customary illustration of the receiving strategy. 
Or the teacher might say: "Right! Good thinking. That's 
good thinking." Such a response constitutes receiving at 
the interpretive level, involving personal judgment. 

Extending is a strategy used to elicit additional 
information on the same subject and at the same 
comprehension level. The following teacher-questions or 
comments are examples of extending: "Is there anything 
else you could say about it now?" "Keep going, that 
sounds interesting.'' "Who has another idea about thatr' 

Clarifying is a strategy in which the question or 
response explains or redefines previous information. 



Clarifying differs from extending because this strategy 
encourages an individual to deal with a prior and unclear 
statement. Clarifying may also utilize questions designed 
to obtain information on the same subject at a lower 
comprehension level as well as on the same subject at the 
same comprehension level. For example, the following 
teacher-comments represent clarifying: "Oh, I see what 
you mean,'it could have been ... so and so." "Could you 
explain your point again, please?" "Do you mean that ... 
so and so7" 

Raising is a strategy characterized by an attempt to 
solicit additional information on the same subject but at a 
higher comprehension level. In other words, raising 
constitutes a shift upward from the factual to the 
interpretive level or from the interpretive to the applicative 
level. Examples of this strategy would include questions 
such as the following: "Why would you especially like to 
be Alexander?" "If that did happen, what kind of problem 
do you think you'd have?" "Why do you like this ending 
best?" 

Of the seven questioning strategies identified above, 
four have proven to be most significant as vehicles for 
effectively developing the child's comprehension abilities. 
Focusing enables the teacher to immediately establish a 
mental set, a purpose for reading. Extending allows the 
teacher to elicit additional information on the same subject 
at the same comprehension level. Clarifying enables the 
teacher to encourage returning to a previous response for 
further clarification, explanation or redefinition. Raising 
allows the teacher to obtain additional information on the 
same subject but at a higher comprehension lev~I. 

One approach to the improvement in awareness and 
sensitivity to comprehension levels and skill competencies 
is the utilization of the previously-discussed levels of 
comprehension with the specific questioning strategies 
which serve as the basis of viewing verbal interaction in 
the classroom. Many systems of interaction analysis are 
extremely time-consuming and incorporate extensive 
definitions and categories with the result of minimal 
teacher interest. In the attempt to alleviate this obvious 
difficulty, I have incorporated the three comprehension 
levels and seven questioning strategies into an 
observational instrument for the classroom. The levels and 
strategies are directly related to the speaker and the 
function of the interaction. Examination of the following 
chart indicates that the teacher needs to consider four 
specific dimensions when employing the simplified 
interaction analysis. 

1. Who talks- the teacher or the child? 
2. The function of the interaction - the question or the 

response. 
3. The comprehension level- factual, interpretive or 

applicative. 
4. The questioning strategy- focusing, ignoring, 

controlling, receiving, extending, clarifying or raising. 

1 2 3 4 

LEVELS OF 
WHOTALKS FUNCTION COMPREHENSION STRATEGIES 

Teacher 
Child 

Question 
Response 

Factual 

Interpretive 
Applicative 

Focusing 

Ignoring 
Controlling 

Receiving 
Extending 
Clarifying 
Raising 

Using the following self~analysis observational scale 
(Ruddell, 1974), the classroom teacher can initiate self­
analysis using a tape recording of a classroom reading 
lesson or storytelling activity. 

SELF-ANALYSIS RECORD OF CLASSROOM INTERACTION 
Dale: 
Teacher: 
Lesson: 
Description of Teaching Situation: 
Focusing Question: 

1 2 3 4 

F Foe F Foe F Foe F Foe 
lgn lgn lgn lgn 

TQ I Cont T QI Cont T Q I Cont TQ I Cont 
C R Rec c R Rec c R Rec CR Rec 

A Ext A Ext A Ext A Ext 
Clar Clar Clar Clar 
Rais Rais Rais Rais 

5 6 7 B 

F Foe F Foe F Foe F Foe 
[gn lgn lgn lgn 

TQ [ Cont T QI Cont T Q I Cont TQ I Cont 
CR Rec CR Rec C R Rec CR Rec 

A Ext A Ext A Ex1 A Ext 
Clar Clar Clar Clar 
Rais Rais Rais Rais 

Verbal interaction accounting for factual and 
interpretive levels and questioning strategies between 
teachers and children in the classroom setting is illustrated 
in Tables 1 and 2. These data are derived from videotapes 
recorded during a research investigation of a literacy 
teaching model directed by the author in 1972. The 
questioning levels and strategies of 24 primary-grade 
teachers and the response levels and strategies of 144 
primary-grade children were studied. 

11 



TABLE I 
TEACHER QUESTIONING LEVEI.S AND STRATEGIES 

TAXONOMY ANALYSIS- VIDEO RECORDING 
QUESTIONING FOCUSING CONTROLLING RECEIVING 
LEVEL Mean Percent Mean Percenl Mean Percenl 

1. Factual 29.06 26.00 4.93 4.40 8.06 7.10 

2. lnlerprelive 12.87 24.40 3.44 6.50 

TOTAL 41.93 8.37 8.06 

PERCENT BY 
STRATEGY 25.30 5.10 4.90 

A brief survey of Table 1 reveals that teacher-questions 
at the factual level account for 68.2 percent of the total 
questions, whereas teacher-questions at the interpretive 
level account for only 31.8 percent of the total. Teachers, 
thus, pose approximately twice as many factual as 
interpretive questions. The extending strategy is most 
frequently employed (57.5 percent) when asking questions 
at the factual level, and the raising strategy (49.7 percent) 
when asking questions at the interpretive level. Further, 
Table 1 indicates that although the raising strategy occurs 
most of ten in conjunction with the interpretive level, the 
focusing and extending strategies combine to represent 
70.9 percent of all strategies used. 

Table 2 reveals that child-responses at the factual level 
account for 85.9 percent of the total, whereas child­
responses at the interpretive level account for 14.1 percent 
of the total. Obviously, a number of the teacher's questions 
at the interpretive level (31.8 percent, Table 1) were not 
handled effectively by the child's responses at the 
interpretive level (14.1 percent, Table 2). In addition, child­
responses at the factual level (85.9 percent, Table 2) far 
outweigh teacher-questions at that same level (68.2 
percent, Table 1). 

The apparent discrepancy between teacher-questions 
and child-responses might be explained in the observation 
that 15.7 percent of teacher-questions utilized the raising 
strategy whereas only 1.1 percent of the child-responses 
reflected the same strategy. Therefore, it appears that the 
children - being unable to handle teacher-questions 
utilizing a raising strategy - responded, instead, by using 
an extending strategy; that is, the extending strategy 
occurs at a frequency of 70.4 percent in child-responses, in 
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CLARIFYING EXTENDING RAISING TOT AL PERCENT 
Mean Percent Mean Percent Mun Percent BY LEVEL 

S.67 

S.67 

5.00 65.00 57.50 112.72 68.20 

10.10 19.20 26.19 49.70 56.60 31.80 

75.10 26.19 165.32 

3.40 45.60 15.70 100.00 

contrast to only 45.6 percent in teacher-questions. In 
conjunction with this explanation, Table 2 reveals that 
child-responses at the interpretive level, using the 
extending strategy, constitute 91.9 percent, whereas 
teacher-questions at the interpretive level, using the 
extending strategy, constitute only 19.2 percent. The child­
responses at the factual level, using the extending strategy, 
constitute 66.8 percent, whereas teacher-questions at the 
factual level, using the extending strategy, constitute only 
57.5 percent. 

The findings presented in these two tables, illustrating 
verbal interaction in the classroom, suggest that 
comprehension levels and questioning strategies used by 
the teacher must be designed with sensitivity to child­
response levels and strategies. It is extremely important 
that instruction not depend so heavily on factual questions 
that merely require the child to recall or identify story 
details. Instead, teachers must strive to develop a guided 
exploration approach by emphasizing questions at the 
interpretive and applicative levels using focusing, 
extending, clarifying and raising strategies appropriate for 
the child's level of cognitive development. Combining 
these four strategies with a thorough understanding of 
comprehension levels and skill competencies will provide 
teachers with an invaluable instructional tool - a tool that 
can greatly assist in designing a comprehension program to 
match and enhance the child's cognitive development. The 
effort a teacher expends in building the comprehension 
program will be reflected directly in students' abilities to 
effectively derive, interpret and apply meaning from oral 
and written communication experiences encountered in 
life. 



TABLE2 
CHILD RESPONSE LEVELS AND STRATEGIES 

TAXONOMY ANALYSIS - VIDEO RECORDING 
RESPONSE FOCUSING CONTROLLING RECEIVING 
LEVEL Mean PttCfnt Mean Percent Mean Percent 

1. factual .09 .os 57.03 33.10 

2. lnterpretin 

TOTAL .09 57.03 

PERCENT BY 
STRATEGY .os 28.40 
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What is the content of children's reading hooks? Is the content racist 
and sexist 7 Do the stories reflect the realities of community, family, and 
child life, do they motivate children to read7 Do children in the United 
States read stories that differ from those children read in Europe? 

Gaston Blom has investigated these and other questions about 
children's reading textbooks because he feels that what children are 
taught lo read matters more than how they are taught to read. Hi? 
thinks that reading serves children by providing useful knowledge, 
teilChing social values, and allowing emotional expression; motivating 
further reading will also improve the children's reading skills. In this 
selection, Dr. Blom summarizes studies of content of children's hooks 
in the United States and other countries. 

Robert 8. Ruddell is Professor of Education and Director, Reading­
Language Development Program, University of California at Berkeley. 
Ht received his B.A. and M.A. from West Virginia Universily and 
Doctorate in Education from Indiana University. Dr. Ruddell has 
authored numerous mAJOr publications, including a te:rtbook on 
reading-language instruction. 


