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The question stems are the most important aspect of this approach, because they guide dis-
cussions by encouraging students to do the following things (King, 1990, 2002):

•• provide explanations to others,

•• think about the material in new ways by confronting different perspectives, and

•• monitor their own thinking through metacognitive questions.

Providing students with more instruction on how to generate the questions is better than 
offering less instruction. In research by King (1990, 2002), students trained in the use of 
“why” and “how” questions asked more critical thinking questions and gave and received more 
elaborated explanations than untrained students.

Reciprocal questioning results in several positive academic outcomes. Students using this 
technique generate more high-level (critical thinking) questions than those involved in group 
discussion (King, 1990, 2002). Students who give explanations of lesson content in peer groups 
also improve their own comprehension of the material (Dansereau, 1988; Webb, 1989). Research 
with students in elementary school through college shows that reciprocal questioning improves 
comprehension more effectively than group discussion, unguided peer questioning (i.e., no ques-
tion stems provided), and a general review of material (Fantuzzo, Riggio, Connelly, & Dimeff, 
1989; King, 1991). Reciprocal questioning may also be appropriate for students with disabilities. 
A recent study with children with autism spectrum disorder indicates that these students were 
able to increase the frequency of questioning and responding while reading in peer groups after 
being taught reciprocal questioning (Whalon & Hanline, 2008).

Autism spectrum 
disorder: See Module 22.

TABLE 18.3	 Question Stems for Reciprocal Questioning

TYPE OF PROMPT PURPOSE EXAMPLES
Comprehension 
checking

To enable students to test themselves •• What does . . . mean?

•• Describe in your own words . . .

•• What is a new example of . . . ?

Knowledge 
constructing

To construct new knowledge and 
integrate it with prior knowledge by:

•• explaining

•• making evaluative, comparative, or 
evidential connections within the 
material

•• Explain why . . . .

•• Explain how . . . .

•• How do you account for . . . ?

•• How does . . . tie in with what we learned before?

•• What conclusions can you draw about . . . ?

•• What would happen if . . . ?

•• How would . . . affect . . . ?

•• What do you think causes . . . ?

•• What are the strengths and weaknesses of . . . ?

Thought provoking To create cognitive conflict through 
expression of different points of view

•• What do you think would happen if . . . ?

•• Do you agree or disagree with this statement? Why 
or why not?

•• What is the best . . . and why?

Metacognitive To monitor thinking and learning •• What made you think of that?

•• What is your reasoning?

SOURCE: Adapted from King, 2002.


