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CONCEPT CHECKING QUESTIONS IN TEACHING
ENGLISH

Guessing unknown word meaning from context (lexical inferencing)
is a well-researched subject, having been looked at from L1 and L2 per-
spectives, and from a variety of angles and research interests (including
reading strategy, vocabulary learning strategy, contextual learning effec-
tiveness, and retention) [1].

One of the most efficient techniques of checking comprehension is
Concept Checking Questions (CCQ).

Concept checking is a technique used by the teacher during the lesson
that involves the language learner in the process of discovering and under-
standing language. It often follows on from eliciting, but can also be used
whenever new words/ terms/ concepts have been introduced in a lesson [2].

Concept checking questions are used to highlight the essence of the
meaning of the target language taught during a lesson and verbally check
students’ understanding of new vocabulary, grammar points, communicative
functions or even instructions presented in class [3].

CCQs need not necessarily in fact be questions; they might, for exam-
ple, be gestures, sentences for completion or pictures but their purpose is
to check understanding. They also aim at getting the student to think about
new language and draw conclusions about it, thus encouraging inductive
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learning. Is it talking about the past or now? is an example of a CCQ
that a teacher might ask when introducing the past tense to learners [4].

The objective of concept checking is to allow the learners the chance
to participate in the learning process by letting them express their acquired
or intuitive knowledge, and through critical thinking which will enhance
their language abilities by adding to what they already know.

Concept checking is finding out if a learner has understood a new item.
There are a variety of ways to do this, including asking concept questions.
It is especially important in inductive language teaching, where learners
arrive at an understanding of rules through looking at examples of use, and
the teachers may need to check that the learners have a clear understanding
of the concepts presented.

Concept checking is an important tool as it avoids asking the question,
‘Do you understand?’, which can be answered ‘yes’ without indicating true
understanding. Concept questions, using realia, asking learners to repeat
instructions, learners explaining meaning, and open-class questions are
all ways of concept checking [5].

Concept questions themselves are often difficult to construct since
they involve clarifying function and meaning using simple language but
not the target language itself.

Apart from their classroom value, thinking of good questions also helps
inexperienced teachers to understand the complexities of form, function
and meaning, and to practise grading their language. Some basic tips for
good concept questions are:

e Make sure the questions are simple and that no difficult language is
required to answer the question.

e Yes/no questions, either/or questions and simple ‘wh’ questions are
particularly effective

e Don’t use the new (target) grammar in your questions

e Don’t use unfamiliar vocabulary

e Bring out basic concepts such as ‘time’ and ‘tense’ in your questions

e Use as many questions as possible to check various aspects of the
language and to cover as many learners as possible.

Concept questions are something which teachers often learn about in
their initial training and then promptly discard once no-one is watching. It
feels ridiculous, unnatural and patronising to be asking a series of questions
to which we already know the answers. Certainly, concept questions can
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be overdone and, particularly if they’ve been badly devised, they can be
completely ridiculous [6].

The value of concept questions should not be underestimated, but
many teachers either forget to use them or find them difficult to construct.
Teachers are often satisfied that the learners ‘seem to understand’ on the
basis of their performance in practice exercises. Nevertheless, it is one
of the most efficient techniques in acquiring new meanings and checking
understanding, and it is worth paying much more attention to.
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