How useful are Comprehension Questions?

You may well ask me “How useful is the question in this title?” After all to check what a
student has understood after listening to or reading an L2 text seems plain common sense.
If it were not felt to be a sensible procedure why would course book writers supply
comprehension questions in large quantities?

Comprehension questions are a part of an EFI, teacher’s arsenal that few people
would regard as controversial.

In ordinary conversation, in L1, it is quite normal to ask a comprehension
question if you are unsure about what the other person has said. You might break into
what they are saying and hypothesise: “Oh, so, do you mean that..... ” '

So, clearly, comprehension questions are a normal part of discourse. The
difference is that, in normal conversation, it is the listener who decides to ask the speaker

Hamburg?

One might reasonably expect that the undertow of Egyptian Arabic, Thai and German
might affect the three learners differently in terms of their ability to comprehend the same
passage.

My first suggestion is that comprehension questions are the business of the
students and no one else. One good way of dealing with a reading passage in class is to
ask the students to read the text twice and then write 7 questions, each one aimed at a
different, named classmate. The students themselves know, better than the teacher does,
which classmate s likely to be able to give them an adequate answer.

Once each student has written at least four questions, ask them to move around the room
asking their questions and listening to the answers.

This procedure is respectful of the students’ right to find out what they feel they

creating her own comprehension questions.)

Yet there are other deeper reasons for doubting the usefulness of the
comprehension question in second language reading and listening. The comprehension
question is based on the notion that a listener or reader is a sort of CD rom that accurately
holds the entire in-coming message.

This can never be the case, The normal act of listening or reading is always one of
deletion, elaboration and transformation.
The listener/ reader will defocus from details that strike them as insignificant.




These details will be deleted from the listener/ reader’s memory.

The listener/ reader will elaborate the text as it hits her auditory circuits of her brain - if
she is listening to a story the elaboration will often be visual and the listener will create
her own inner film. In some cases the listener/ reader will transform the text by framing it

bigger story than I think I told.
Such deletions, elaborations and transformations are a part of the normal,
everyday creativity of listening and reading. When I tell a story to 25 students my

1. In which sort of country did you imagine the story?

2. What kind of pictures did you get as you listened.

3. Did you create a sort of film from the story?

4, Were you ever actually in the same Space as the character in the story?

5. What feelings did you have during the telling?

6. Did you become any of the characters?

7. What, for you, is the moral of the story?

8. Did this story remind you of other stories you know?
9. Did any of the characters seem like people you know?

10. Can you think of some one in this group who may have disliked the story?

I1. Would your brother/ mother/ daughter/ father like this story? Why would they like
it?

12. At which point in the story did you really start listening?

13. Which was the most vivid bit for you?




14. At which points in the story did you drift off and think of other things?

details of the original text,
“Very nice” 1 can hear some readers saying” but what if the students did not
understand the language during the telling?” My answer to this is that the teacher/ teller

this situation.

By the time you get to this point in your reading, the lines you have read will
have undergone deletion, elaboration and transformation in your mind. As you get up
to get yourself a coffee and think back over these lines, you carry in your head your own

unique reading of this text. Thank God you are a normally creative reader and not a tape-
recorder with the RECORD button down. D0 | really need to write
comprehension questions on your behalf?




