A Way to Engage English Language Learners in Classroom Discussions


In this thoughtful Journal of Staff Development article, McREL consultants Jane Hill and Kathleen Flynn suggest “tiered questions” as a way for teachers to actively engage English language learners and improve their content knowledge and language skills. “[L]anguage learning is not something that will ‘just happen’ when English language learners are exposed to English in a mainstream classroom,” they write. “Instead, teachers need to make language learning purposeful, intentional, and explicit.”

Tiered questioning is a far better strategy, say the authors, than the commonly-used approach of having ELLs cluster at the back of the classroom with one student explaining what the teacher just said to his or her peers. “The problem with this practice,” write Hill and Flynn, “is not just that it becomes students teaching students instead of a teacher teaching students – it’s students who have understood only some of the lesson teaching students who understood even less.” 

The first step in tiered questioning is knowing students’ stage of language acquisition and the “just right” questions appropriate to each stage. Here are the five levels of second-language acquisition and questions that work to scaffold and engage students at each level. Hill and Flynn suggest using prompts at students’ current level – and trying out questions at the next-higher level to move them up the ladder:


• Pre-production – The student has minimal comprehension, does not verbalize, nods “yes” and “no”, draws and points. Teacher prompts: Show me…, Circle the…, Where is…? Who has…?


• Early production – The student has limited comprehension, produces one- or two-word responses, participates using key words and familiar phrases, and uses present-tense verbs. Teacher prompts: Yes/no questions, either/or questions, who, what, and how-many questions. 


• Speech emergence – The student has good comprehension, can produce simple sentences, makes grammar and pronunciation errors, frequently misunderstands jokes. Teacher prompts: Why…? How…? Explain…, questions requiring a short sentence response.


• Intermediate fluency – The student has excellent comprehension and makes few grammatical errors. Teacher prompts: What would happen if…? Why do you think…? Questions requiring more than a one-sentence response.


• Advanced fluency – The student has near-native level of speech. Teacher prompts: Decide if…, Retell…


The second step in tiered questioning is asking students higher-level questions. Hill and Flynn say that too many teachers ask lower-level questions – simple recall and recognizing information. This is particularly true of the questions asked of English language learners, usually because teachers think these students cannot understand and respond to higher-level questions. 

Wrong, say the authors: “A teacher should not mistake ELLs’ limited level of output for their ability to think abstractly. It’s easy to keep asking pre-production students to show something by pointing, but the pointing can and must do more than have them recall knowledge. It’s easy to ask an early production student a question that requires a yes-no response, but the yes-no question doesn’t have to and should not center only on recalling knowledge.” 

Using Bloom’s taxonomy, Hill and Flynn map out the kinds of questions that a third-grade teacher might ask students at different levels of language proficiency during a science unit on habitats and adaptation. A similar tiered approach could then be taken to plan written class assignments and homework. 

	LEVELS OF THINKING AND LANGUAGE PROFICIENCY
	Pre-production:

Nonverbal responses
	Early production:

One-word responses
	Speech emergence:

Phrases and short sentences
	Intermediate fluency:

Longer and more complex sentences
	Advanced fluency:

Near native quality

	Evaluation:

Tell if something is right or wrong, good or bad.

Do you agree/ disagree…?

Why do you think…?

Decide if…
	Teacher mismatches animal with its environment and asks: Is this the right environment? Find the right environment.
	What are the best materials for the duck to build a nest?
	What makes a good home for a bear? (Examine settings and evaluate: “A cave makes a good home.”)
	What would happen if you put a worm in the desert?
	Recommend a different environment for a mother duck to raise her ducklings. Defend your choice.

	Synthesis:

Put ideas or parts of thing together. 

What ways could…? Why do you think…? Imagine…?
	Point to the animals that live in the soil.
	Say the names of the animals that live in the soil.
	How could you change a scorpion so it could swim?
	What would a clam need to survive in the desert?
	How would you protect the wildlife in a forest where hiking was very popular?

	Analysis:

Look at something closely to find out more about it. 

Why do you think…? What inference can you make…? 

What is the relationship between…?
	Show me an animal that cannot live in the forest.
	Name the parts of a fish that help it live in the water.
	How are raccoons and squirrels the same? How are they different?
	How does a bear use its claws to catch fish? To gather berries?
	Why do you think a bear hibernates in the winter?

	Application:

Use what you learn in another way. 

How would you use…? 

What would result if…? 

What other way would you plan to…?
	Show me what would happen if we put the fish in the desert.
	Tell me what would happen if we put a fish in the desert.
	How could you change the body of a fish to make it fly?
	How would you capture and transport scorpions to a zoo?
	How would a deer camouflage itself in the forest in winter? In the desert?

	Comprehension:

Demonstrate understanding of facts and ideas. 

How would you compare…? Contrast? Which is the best answer? 

How would you classify the type of…?
	Show me where a deer lives.
	Tell me which animals eat meat.
	Why is a toad the color it is?
	Explain how a snake catches its prey.
	Why do fish need gills to live in the water? How do gills work?

	Knowledge:

Tell what you know or remember. 

What is…? 

Where is…? 

Which one?
	Where is the raccoon? 
	What is the name of this animal?
	What are the body parts of a turtle?
	Give the definition of a mammal.
	Tell me everything you know about a clam.


[Adapted from charts in the article. The authors drew from Bloom’s Taxonomy, Halliday’s Language Functions, and Krashen’s Stages of Language Acquisition, with contributions from Mike Gaddis and Cynthia Bjork.]


The authors suggest an action research project to support teachers in the challenging work of improving questioning skills: have a colleague observe a class and keep track of whether the teacher is asking higher-order questions and gearing them to students’ language levels, give feedback, and then return six weeks later to see if there has been a change.


Hill and Flynn acknowledge that synching questions to students’ language level takes more preparation time. “But the payoff is huge,” they say, “– days of rich learning experiences for English language learners where a teacher, who previously felt helpless, is now confident that she has allowed her students to experience success in the classroom.”

“Asking the Right Questions: Teachers’ Questions Can Build Students’ English Language Skills” by Jane Hill and Kathleen Flynn in Journal of Staff Development, Winter 2008 (Vol. 29, #1, p. 46-52), no free e-link available; the authors can be reached at jhill@mcrel.org and kflynn@mcrel.org. 
