LEVELLED QUESTIONS

Questions, whether directed by the teacher or taking place in a seminar, are fundamental in running a
literature class. These questions can often be separated into three levels: factual, inferential, and
thematic. The levels of these questions correspond to their complexity, not their significance. Do not
rush to get to third level questions. Well-run literature classes, from the youngest grades to the oldest,
will include a balance of these questions, recognizing that each level of understanding leads to another.

Level 1- Factual Questions - What do the lines say?

“What work is Tom required to do?”

“What does Tom think about this chore?”

“By the end of the chapter, who has done the majority of the work?”

If we do not understand what has happened in the text, we will never be able to discuss it intelligently.
Plot is not the end of literature, but we must ensure our students have some idea of what has happened
before we can consider what might have motivated those occurrences or what larger ideas we can glean
from them.

Level 2- Inferential Questions - What is between the lines? (why/how?)

“How does Tom convince the other boys to paint the fence for him?”

“Is Tom an admirable character in this scene? Why or why not?”

“Why do the other boys enjoy whitewashing, while Tom loathes it?” “

Inferential questions help us to understand and appreciate a text through details that are not explicitly
stated. These questions also provide an opportunity to begin conversing about the work. Literature is a
great medium for challenging students to make arguments about the text and articulate the rationale
behind their readings. Never shy away from asking students questions such as “Where do you see that

in the text?” and “How does that prove your point?” Teachers may note that these kinds of questions
also form the framework for a good argumentative writing: claim, evidence, and analysis.

Level 3- Thematic Questions - Of what truth does this speak?
“Who chooses what is valuable to us?”

“What is the difference between work and play?”
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One of the reasons that great literature can be so edifying to us readers is that it invites us to consider
questions that may not come up in the daily routine of our own experience. Give your students the
opportunity to contemplate ideas in the calm of the classroom.

Notes

It is important that you make sure the students comprehend the first levels before you lead them to a
deeper discussion. For instance, they have to know that Tom has been given a tedious chore as a
punishment that would have taken him all day so that they can appreciate his cunning and to ask the
question that Twain is posing: “What makes work = work and play = play?” or “Who decides what is of
value in this world?”

While you do not need to make sure that the class comprehends every single line, texts that are more
difficult may require more level 1 and 2 questions than a more easily comprehensible text. Some
passages do not require more than surface level inquiry. The works you will read with your students are
rich for discussion. Recognize that, rather than trying to squeeze out the meaning from each line, you
(or your class) will have to focus on those portions of the text that are significant to the questions you
wish to explore.

In the end, we want to show our students that they have good questions to ask and to teach them how
to articulate answers to those questions. Our responsibility is to make them owners of their reading and
academic endeavors. The beginning of a true seminar is when they bring these questions to class; by
their senior year, they should be directors of inquiry and you a fellow inquirer.
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