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Model how to answer the question 

Honor child’s response and ask question again 

Choose a key event of the story that connects to question and 
ask why questions to probe for answer 

Ask why questions to probe for more information 

Push in how to support your answer 

Review the second page for additional scaffolds to help children who struggle with responding to comprehension questions. 



START Ladder with Safety Nets 

Strategies to Support Children Who Struggle to Express Themselves through Speech 

Some children may have difficulty expressing themselves verbally for many different reasons. These reasons may include, but are not 
limited to: varying exposure to language, different experiences with language, potential oral language and/or speech delays, DLL status/ 
multilingualism, and difficulty with rapid word retrieval. For these reasons, it’s important not to make definitive claims about a child’s 
ability to comprehend based on their expressive responses to open-ended questions. Using a forced choice approach will give teachers 
a more accurate depiction of a child’s comprehension skills. Specifically, the use of “wh” questions is an effective and quick way to check 
for understanding after a story read. 

Use this document in conjunction with the START Ladder Safety Nets for all children. Be sure to provide extra wait time for children to 
respond. Teachers may need to follow up with the family if there are concerns about the child’s expressive or receptive language skills. 

Story Book Example: Harry the Dirty Dog 

Forced Choice Strategy Wh- Questions Example 
Provide two choices What did Harry do to avoid taking a bath? 

Where did Harry run with the scrub brush 
in his mouth? 

Where did Harry bury the scrub brush? 

Did Harry run away to avoid taking his bath? or 

Did Harry hide so he didn’t have to get into the 
tub? 

Did Harry run upstairs with the scrub brush in 
his month? or 

Did Harry run in the kitchen with the scrub 
brush in his mouth? 

Simple Example (with less language): 
Did Harry bury the scrub brush in the backyard 
or in the sandbox? 



START Ladder with Safety Nets 
The following strategies can also be used to support students who may be struggling to express themselves. 

Additional Strategies Wh- Questions Example 
Begin a sentence and let the child finish Why did Harry run away? 

Where did Harry play? 

What game did Harry and the other dogs 
play? 

Harry ran away because he wanted to avoid 
________. 

Harry played where they were fixing ________. 

Harry and the other dogs played a game of 
________. 

Use phonemic cues and let the child 
finish the word 

Who was Harry performing tricks for? 

Why did Harry decide to go back home? 

What did Harry dislike doing? 

Child: Harry performed tricks for his… 
Teacher: /f/… 
Child: family 

Child: Harry was tired and… 
Teacher: /h/… 
Child: hungry 

Child: Harry didn’t like taking a… 
Teacher: /b/… 
Child: bath 

Provide semantic cues Where did Harry run away from? 

What game did Harry play with the other 
dogs? 

What happened to Harry’s fur after playing 
in the coal? 

What do we call the place where we live with 
our families? We sleep and eat here. It is our 
________. 

What do we call a game where you run around 
trying to catch each other? It is called ______. 

What do we call it when we have a stain on our 
clothes? We need to wash them to get clean. 
We say that they are ________. 




