
UNDERSTANDING QUESTIONS

What is this developmental skill?
Llnderstanding questions is the ability to recognize what information another person is requesting and
respond appropriatelr'. Different q?es of questions require different forms of thinking. "\X/hat," "who," and
"whefe" questions usually involr.e coflcfete information, whi]e "when," "hc)w," and "rvhy" questions often
require knorvledge of time, sequence, cause and effect, emotions, or intentions.

How does this notmally develop?
Childlen first learn to respond to simple questions about familiar people, obiects, and actions. As language
and thinking develop, they $sgsme better able to aflswer questions about past eveflts, fufure plans, reasons,
feelings, and possibilities. This growth occurs through frequent convetsations in which caregivers ask
questions, allow dme to respond, clarifi. misunderstandings, and help ch-ildren organrze their thoughts without
rurning evet1, intcraction into a tcst.

FIow can neglect intedere with its development?
Chrldren r.vho experience neglect may have had fewer reciprocal conversations and ferver opportunities to
practice answering questions. Ihey may also ha'l,e difficuln'rvith memory,, sequencing, emotional arvareness,

or understanding another person's perspectir.e. Some children leam that aduit questions afe associated with
blame, punishment, or interrogation. As a result, they m2y fteeze, guess, say "I don't know," ot ptovide an

ansvef they believe the adult wants to hear.

What might this look like?
A child may:

. Answer a <hfferent question from the one asked.

. ltepeat part of the question instead of ansu'eting"

. SaI "I don't knor.v" er.en rvhefl they appeat to knorv.

. Confuse who, rvhat, where, when, why, and how questious.

. Struggle to explain why something happened.

. Give ven brief ot disorgaruzed responses.

. Guess based on facial expressions or tone.

. IJecome anxious when asked sevetal questions in a rorv.

. Change the answer u,heo the question is repeated.

'Ihese responses should not automaticallv be viewed as dishonestv or ar.oidance.

Parenting Implications
Categivers can help b,v asking onc quesdon at a time, using concrete wording, and allorving additional
processing time. Questions can be simplified or suppotted with choices when necessary. Rather than
repcatedlv asking "Why didyu do iltal?'caregi'i'ers may bsgl, with more concrete questions such as "What
happened.fin't?' or"Wbat were -youJielingT'Conversations should also include comments and shared
obsen'ations so that the child does not experience communication as a coflstaflt demand for answers.

From Underctanding to Attunement
Instead of thinking, ''f hrJ are aaoiding the qweilion, " consider, 'Tbe-y ruqy nol understand what is being asked or ruay.feel

tnsafe answeing." Attuned caregivers reduce pressure, offer structure, and create enough emotional safe$, for
the chdd to think and respond.
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