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I n t r o d u c t i o n

“ … reading comprehension 
has come to be viewed as 
the “essence of re a d i n g ”

—(National Reading Panel, 2000, p. 4-1)

Although educators often disagree about many
other aspects of literacy, there appears to be universal
a g reement that the primary goal and purpose of
reading is to comprehend text—to understand what
we read.  Even more impre s s i v e l y, there is a consen-
sus about the nature of comprehension. Compre -
hension is not just the by-product of accurate word
recognition.  Instead, we know that comprehension is
a complex process which re q u i res active and inten-
tional cognitive effort on the part of the re a d e r.

What Do Children
C o m p r e h e n d ?

One of the most intriguing things that we have
d i s c o v e red about comprehension, among adults as
well as children, is that it varies.  Both the outcomes
of comprehension and the process itself are interac-
tive and dynamic.  What children comprehend is
influenced by their own development, by the texts
they are reading, and by the reading tasks they set for
themselves or that others re q u i re (see Figure 1).

F i g u re 1. What Do Readers Understand? 
Influences on Compre h e n s i o n



D e velopment:  Prior Knowledge, Backgro u n d
Experience, 

and Vo c a b u l a ry
It is difficult to over-estimate the influence of chil-

d ren’s prior knowledge and their experience.  In their
review of children’s learning from text, Alexander and
Jetton (2000) conclude: “Of all the factors (involved in
learning from text), none exerts more influence on
what students understand and remember than the
knowledge they possess” (p. 291).

Over the past three decades, re s e a rch findings
have consistently demonstrated how prior knowledge
and experience influence reading compre h e n s i o n
(Lipson, 1982, 1983).  Simply put, the more accurate
and elaborated knowledge readers have about the
ideas, concepts, or events described in the text, the bet-
ter they will understand it.  On the other hand, limited
information and/or misconceptions create obstacles to
c o m p rehension.  When people (not just children or
poor readers) read unfamiliar text, they read more
s l o w l y, they remember less, they construct meanings
that are inconsistent with the author’s, and they some-
times reject the text information outright.  

In their important book, P reventing Reading
Difficulties in Young Childre n (Snow & Griffin, 1998), a
panel of nationally renowned experts concluded that

The breadth and depth of a child’s literacy
experiences determine not only how
many and what kinds of words she or he
will encounter but also the backgro u n d
knowledge with which a child can con-
ceptualize the meaning of any new word
and the orthographic knowledge that
f rees that meaning from the printed page.
Every opportunity should be taken to
extend and enrich children’s backgro u n d
knowledge and understanding in every
way possible, for the ultimate significance
and memorability of any word or text
depends on whether children possess the
b a c k g round knowledge and conceptual
sophistication to understand its meaning.
(p. 219)

This conclusion highlights the strong connection
between readers’ prior knowledge and their vocabu-
lary development.

The importance of vocabulary development as a
major contributor to reading comprehension has long
been acknowledged and widely studied (See Beck,

McKeown, & Omanson, 1999).  In P reventing Reading
Difficulties in Young Childre n, the authors describe why
vocabulary development might predict reading com-
p re h e n s i o n :

Written text places high demands on
vocabulary knowledge.  Even the word s
used in children’s books are more rare
than those used in adult conversations
and prime time television.  Learning new
concepts and words that encode them is
essential to comprehension development.
( S n o w, Burns, & Griffin, 1998, p. 217)

T h e re is a re c i p rocal relationship between re a d e r s ’
prior knowledge/vocabulary development and their
ability to read and understand a wide variety of texts.
Not surprisingly, the re s e a rch suggests that English
Language Learners (ELL) “ . . . who develop a stro n g
linguistic and cognitive base in their primary language
tend to transfer those attitudes and skills to the other
language and culture (they are learning)”  (Ovando,
1993, p. 225) and are more successful at learning to
read and write in English (Hudleson, 1987).

Good prior knowledge and appropriate experi-
ences certainly enhance comprehension; but wide and
engaging reading also expands v o c a b u l a r y and pro-
motes conceptual development. The massive amounts
of vocabulary that children need to learn and that
most do learn has led many re s e a rchers to the conclu-
sion that most vocabulary must be acquired inciden-
tally through wide, frequent reading.  There is evi-
dence that reading materials are far richer in vocabu-
lary content than oral language.  There is also some
evidence that students can be taught strategies that
i n c rease their ability to derive the meaning of word s
that they encounter in their reading.  

Experience with books helps develop students’
v o c a b u l a r y, but it also helps children to develop a dif-
f e rent sort of prior knowledge, equally important for
c o m p rehension.  Young children often do not fully
understand how stories work—especially complex
stories with multiple problems.  Researchers have
found that young children often understand and
remember only some parts of stories (Lipson,
Mosenthal, & Mekkelsen, 1999).  Whereas the pri-
mary-grade readers in that study regularly re c a l l e d
action and action-driven events when retelling stories,
they tended not to include the internal plans or inter-
nal responses of the characters.  Emotionally charg e d
internal responses, such as “Grumble got mad” or
“Roger cried” were hardly ever included in students'
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retellings, and even internal plans, which tend to be
linked to action/attempts were rarely detailed in chil-
d ren's retellings of the stories.

To an extraordinary extent, when young childre n
recall stories, the characters lack motivation, and it is
often difficult to tell whether children have under-
stood the casual links and/or tensions that mature
readers would expect from stories (Lipson et al., 1999;
Stein & Gleen, 1979).  They are, however, filled with
a c t i o n .

As children gro w, they read and hear incre a s i n g l y
complex texts, and they become more able to grasp
the subtler aspects of them.  Not surprisingly, childre n
not only understand them better while reading, but
they are also more likely to include these components
in their own writing.  By sixth grade, young re a d e r s
and writers should be able to use a wide range of
knowledge, extensive vocabulary, and broad experi-
ence to understand and write texts.

The Influence of Text:  Understanding
D i f f e rent Types of Te x t s

Even when readers have much experience and
good prior knowledge, their comprehension varies
depending on the type of text they are re a d i n g .
Certainly it is no surprise that “harder” material is
m o re difficult to understand than “easier” material.
But what makes a text harder or easier to read and
u n d e r s t a n d ?

Some of the factors are important for all re a d e r s ,
and others are more important for beginning re a d e r s
than for more mature and highly skilled readers.  For
example, the relationship between the pictures and
text can make a big diff e rence in how well very young
c h i l d ren understand a story.  Indeed, re s e a rch suggests
that pictured events and concepts are significantly
m o re likely to be recalled than non-pictured events
(Lipson et al., 1999).  If the pictures are central to and
support the main themes and ideas of the story, this is
good.  If, however, the pictures are not supportive, or
draw children’s attention to unimportant side events
(called “seductive details”) this can pose pro b l e m s
(Alexander & Jetton, 2000).  Older, more mature re a d-
ers do not rely so heavily on pictures to compre h e n d
the stories/texts they re a d .

Some features of text influence comprehension for
all readers.  Aspects of text such as its s t r u c t u re, c o m-
p l e x i t y, and g e n re a ffect understanding even when
readers are very accurate decoders (Goldman &
R a k e s t r a w, 2000; Lipson et al., 1999).

Text Structures: Narra t i ve  

Generally speaking, we organize texts in two larg e
categories:  narrative (stories) and exposition (explana-
tion of facts and concepts).  These two types of text are
d i ff e rent in both purpose and organization (see Figure
2).  For example, people generally read stories for
entertainment, although we may learn from them as
well.  We read expository text to learn 
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F i g u re 2. D i ff e rent Types of Text Organization and Feature s

N A R R AT I V ES
Story Structure

F a n t a s y J u l i u s, by Angela Johnson: 
Lost and Found, Mark Te a g u e

Realistic Fiction Mariah Keeps Cool, M.P. Wa l t e r, 
The View from Saturday, 
E.L. Konigsburg

Historical Fiction By the Shores of Silver Lake, 
L. I. Wi l d e r

Folk Ta l e s The Great Ball Game,  J. Bru c h a c

M y s t e r y Encyclopedia Brown, The Case of 
the Earthenware Pig, D. Sobol

E X P O S I T I O N
Text Structure

C a u s e - E ff e c t Wi l d f i re s, S. Simon; 
Passage to Fre e d o m, K. Mochizuki

C o m p a re / C o n t r a s t Chuck Close Up Close by 
Chuck Close

D e s c r i p t i o n Ants, R. Stefoff, 
Anthony Reynoso: Born to Rope
by G. Gord o n

Time Ord e r Nights of the Pufflings by 
B. McMillan

T E X TO R G A N I Z AT I O N

Adjunct Aids (illustrations, headings, boldfaced
type, charts, figures, maps, summaries, etc.)

C o h e rence and Unity (devices to help clarify, 
connect, and relate the ideas in text — e.g. 
connectives, pronouns, linking word s )



new or clarify old information, although these texts
can be extremely interesting and entertaining.

Narratives typically share a common set of fea-
t u res and stru c t u res called a “story grammar” (Stein &
Glenn, 1979).  Readers who understand how stories
a re organized can use this information to help them
understand better.  When the features of narrative
texts are “mapped,” children often read and compre-
hend the stories better and more easily.  All narrative
texts have

•  A setting, either physical or psychological
(time/place/mental state)

•  Characters, the major players in the story

•  A p roblem, or initiating event, something that
gets the story started

•  Important events, related to the pro b l e m

•  An outcome or resolution, events or consequences
that resolve the pro b l e m .

In addition, most narratives have a t h e m e, a major
idea or important concept that the author is trying to
c o n v e y.  There may be more than one theme in a com-
plex narrative, and these ideas are generally more uni-
versal than concrete (e.g. “friends stand by each other
and help out when needed”).

Although children often find narratives easier to
read, they may not always understand the more subtle
aspects of stories such as the motives or goals of char-
acters or the theme of the story.  In addition, there are
d i ff e rent genres of narrative texts, and children do not
usually have extensive experience with all these diff e r-
ent types of stories.  For example, they may be quite
comfortable reading and understanding simple re a l i s-
tic fiction, but they may not have encountered histori-
cal fiction or more sophisticated fantasies.  Both expo-
s u re and good instruction are usually needed to help
c h i l d ren read and understand a broad range of diff e r-
ent genres.  

Text Structures: Exposition 

Expository texts are organized diff e rently than
narratives because they are written for a diff e rent pur-
pose (see Figure 2).  We read exposition to learn new
information, about a diff e rent point of view, or to clari-
fy confusions.

The ideas within a text can be organized in a num-
ber of diff e rent ways.  Teachers and children often
focus on the sequence of events and, indeed, these are
important in many narrative stories.  In exposition,
h o w e v e r, the major ideas and events in the text are

often not organized according to sequence, but rather
by some other text stru c t u re.  For example, in
Seymour Simon’s fascinating book Vo l c a n o e s, the text
is n o t o rganized by sequence.  Instead, like many
informational texts, it uses examples, description, cause-
effect, a n d o r d e red lists (4 types of volcanoes) to inform
the readers.  To understand the “main idea” of this
selection, the reader must be able to identify these
texts stru c t u res.  Otherwise, the material is not at all
c o m p re h e n s i b l e .

Not all text stru c t u res are equally easy to under-
stand.  Stories tend to be easier to understand than
exposition for many young readers and, within expos-
itory texts, certain organizational patterns are easier
than others (Armbru s t e r, 1984).  For example, cause-
e ffect is more challenging for children than sequence
(see graphic organizers in the discussion of Instru c t i o n
b e l o w ) .

Complexity  

Not surprisingly, the complexity of the materials
a ffects comprehension.  As effective classroom teach-
ers know, the difficulty of a text is determined by
many things.  Stories with multiple characters and
events, complex problems and solutions, and substan-
tive character motivations are much more difficult for
all readers than stories that maintain the focus on one
character or simple events.  Although the delightful
book Officer Buckle a n d G l o r i a (by Peggy Rathmann)
and Jerdine Nolen’s terrific Raising Dragons, a re both
fantasies, they are not equally difficult texts.  Certainly,
Raising Dragons is longer, with more complex vocabu-
l a r y.  However, there are also several characters whose
motivations need to be understood, and the elements
of fantasy are far more extensive and interre l a t e d .
Even if it were read to children, it would be more diff i-
cult to compre h e n d .

Although this fact is hardly startling, given the
early work on story comprehension (McConaughy,
1982; Stein & Nezworski, 1978; Thorndyke, 1977), it
does have substantial implications for the use of
authentic texts in instruction and assessment.  Much of
the literature in contemporary programs is written by
highly re g a rded children’s authors.  The good news is
that these well-written and well-constructed stories
a re more easily comprehended than less well org a n-
ized stories (Brennan, Bridge, & Winograd, 1986;
Olson, 1985).  The challenge comes when the texts
may be more complex than some children can manage
without support and instruction.  It is important to
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examine carefully the stories and texts students will
read, noting what aspects of the stru c t u re or the
a u t h o r’s style may influence children’s understand-
ing.  Unlike readability formulas that simply count
w o rds or syllables, an analysis of the complexity of a
narrative story or an expository text re q u i res close
reading and attention to the relationships between
and among ideas.  A good reading program should
reveal this analysis and match it to appro p r i a t e
i n s t ructional plans.

Reading Tasks and Purposes 
As we have already suggested, children’s under-

standing of texts is affected by their purposes for
reading.  In addition, comprehension varies depend-
ing on the types of tasks associated with the re a d i n g .
If, for example, we are reading a novel simply
because we want to—for re c reation only—we re a d
and understand it one way.  If we were to read that
same novel to pre p a re for a book group discussion
later in the week, we might read and understand it a
d i ff e rent way.  

In school, children’s comprehension and recall of
text are profoundly affected by the tasks related to
their reading.  Children may be told to pre p a re to
answer questions, to do a retelling, to find the main
idea, to discuss it with a friend, or pre p a re for a pre s-
entation.  Each of these, and many other tasks, aff e c t
students’ understanding of the text.  For example, if
c h i l d ren are directed to read for the main idea, they
a re much more likely to provide an appropriate state-
ment after reading than if they were not told about
this before reading.  Similarly, children are more like-
ly to answer questions correctly if they know the
tasks before reading than if they do not.  Even after
reading, the task can affect comprehension.  Childre n
who are asked inferential questions after reading are
m o re likely to remember more inferential content
later on than children who were asked more literal
questions (Wixson, 1984), and children who have
many experiences with answering inference ques-
tions become better at inferential understanding over
time than children who are not asked these types of
questions (Hansen, 1981).  

In a study which examined the influence of tasks
on students’ motivation and strategic development,
Turner (1995) found that students used more strate-
gies, persisted longer, and controlled their attention
better during open as opposed to closed literacy
tasks.  Closed tasks are those in which the informa-

tion to be used as well as the outcomes are clearly
defined by the teacher.  Closed tasks offer limited
opportunities for students to make decisions, and the
goal is often to get students to do automatic applica-
tion of practiced skills.  In contrast, open tasks are
those in which students themselves can select re l e-
vant information and/or decide how to use the infor-
mation to solve a problem.  They invite more
metacognition and decision making, which pro m o t e s
higher level thinking.  Turner and Paris (1995) con-
cluded that tasks that provided opportunities for
challenge and personal control, and that re q u i red col-
laboration were most likely to result in motivated,
strategic, and reflective literacy behaviors (see litera-
t u re discussion below).

The point is not that one type of task or another
is always pre f e r red, but rather that tasks should be
matched to purposes so that students have the
opportunity to develop a full array of necessary skills
and abilities to understand a wide range of texts.  

How Do Children
C o m p r e h e n d ?

Not too long ago, both reading experts and teach-
ers assumed that reading comprehension occurred as
a natural by-product of accurate word re c o g n i t i o n .
H o w e v e r, over the past three decades re s e a rc h e r s
have pointed to a more complicated explanation.
T h e re is strong agreement that comprehension is a
complex cognitive activity that relies on excellent flu-
e n c y, vocabulary, and prior knowledge.  In addition,
“active interactive strategic processes are critically
necessary to the development of reading compre h e n-
sion. . . . ” (National Reading Panel, p. 4-11).  Good
readers i n t e n d to understand—it is not a passive
activity that occurs without effort.  Teachers and stu-
dents alike must understand the active, purposeful
n a t u re of compre h e n s i o n .

The Role of Fluency  
Educators have focused more and more attention

on fluency because it has become increasingly clear
how important it is to effective compre h e n s i o n .
Teachers have always attended to fluency as it is
related to word accuracy, but we have come to
understand that “word recognition accuracy is not
the end point of reading instruction.  Fluency 
re p resents a level of expertise beyond word re c o g n i-
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tion accuracy, and comprehension may be aided by
fluency” (NPR, p. 303).  Indeed, recent re s e a rch sug-
gests that accuracy and fluency are separable skills,
and that fluency is more strongly related to compre-
hension ability than to decoding (Baker, To rgesen, &
Wa g n e r, 1992).  In a study using a special sample of
students and national data (National Assessment of
Educational Pro g ress, NAEP), re s e a rchers found that
44% of fourth-grade students were not fluent when
reading grade-appropriate material, and that fluency
and comprehension were closely related.  

Why should fluency (rate, smoothness, and atten-
tion to phrase boundaries) affect compre h e n s i o n ?
Generally re s e a rchers have argued that weak decod-
ing skills cause the reader to use so much cognitive
e ffort and attention that the reader cannot focus atten-
tion on comprehending the text.  In this view, fluency
is important because it involves rapid recognition of
w o rds (through instant recognition or quick analysis
using orthographic spelling patterns).  More re c e n t
re s e a rch suggests an even larger role for fluency in
c o m p rehending text.  This re s e a rch demonstrates that
fluency involves not just rapid word recognition, but
also attention to phrase (meaning) boundaries
( S c h re i b e r, 1980; 1987).  As the National Reading Panel
(2000) notes:

It is clear that fluency may also include
the ability to group words appro p r i a t e l y
into meaningful grammatical units for
i n t e r p retation. . . . Thus fluency helps
enable reading comprehension by fre e i n g
cognitive re s o u rces for interpretation, but
it is also implicated in the process of com-
p rehension as it necessarily includes pre-
liminary interpretive steps. (p. 3-6)

The Panel goes on to say that teachers should
g u a rd against the temptation to accept re c o g n i t i o n
accuracy as the goal of instruction, noting that
although accuracy is important it is not enough to
e n s u re fluency and, ultimately, compre h e n s i o n .
I n t e re s t i n g l y, fluency has been shown to have a re c i p-
rocal relationship with comprehension, with each fos-
tering the other (Stre c k e r, Roser, & Martinez, 1998, p.
307) so it is not surprising that children appear to
a c q u i re fluency through extensive reading practice
(see Instruction section).

The Role of St rategies  
Reading ability—both comprehension and word

recognition—is facilitated when readers use strategies.
Even very young children can and do employ strate-
gies during reading, so a solid reading pro g r a m
should introduce and sustain a strategic approach to
reading throughout grades K-6.  For children in grades
4-8, strategic reading is absolutely essential.  The texts
and tasks that readers regularly encounter in those
grades are more conceptually demanding, are more
complex in both form and function, and often addre s s
topics or domain knowledge that is unfamiliar.
I m p o r t a n t l y, even able readers can benefit from explic-
it instruction and effective instructional support
(National Reading Panel, 2000, p. 4-47).

The obvious next question is, “Are there some
strategies that really help readers and writers to be
m o re competent—to read and write better?”  The
answer is clearly “Yes,” although the particular list of
essential strategies might vary slightly from one edu-
cator or re s e a rcher to another.  There are two things
that most experts agree are essential to understand.
First, the number of these strategies is small—it isn’t a
long list of discrete abilities.  Second, these strategies,
i n d i v i d u a l l y, are not as important as a “strategic
a p p roach.”  As Dole and others have argued, “The
goal of instruction would be to develop (in students) a
sense of conscious control, or metacognitive aware-
ness, over a set of strategies that they can adapt to
any text they read” (emphasis added Dole et al., p, 242).
The hallmark of truly effective readers and writers is
that they are able to use their strategic knowledge flex-
i b l y, coordinating and adapting the various skills and
strategies to fit a particular reading or writing task and
purpose (Duff y, 1993; Dole et al., 1991; Paris, Lipson, &
Wixson, 1983; Pearson et al., 1992).

Becoming strategic is a developmental process; it
occurs over time as students encounter incre a s i n g l y
d i fficult texts and new situations.  The same re l a t i v e l y
small set of strategies emerges quite early in childre n ’ s
development (See Figure 3).  Among the most highly
useful strategies are  (1) making predictions and draw-
ing inferences; (2) self-questioning; (3) monitoring
c o m p rehension; (4) summarizing; and (5) evaluating.
These strategies, individually, are not as important as
a “strategic approach” which allows readers to
respond diff e rently to diff e rent topics, text, genres, and
tasks.  
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E ffective comprehenders often use several strate-
gies at one time.  In addition, good readers use strate-
gies in a f l e x i b l e m a n n e r.  Reading re q u i res the orc h e s-
tration of a number of skills and strategies.

The Skill and St rategy Connection  

A c c o rding to Pearson, Dole, and their colleagues
(1991/1992), strategies are “conscious and flexible
plans that readers apply and adapt to a variety of
texts and tasks. . . .  Skills, by contrast, are viewed as
highly routinized, almost automatic behaviors.”
(Dole, Duff y, Roehler, & Pearson, 1991, p. 242).  Skills
a re generally thought to be less complex than strate-
gies which, in fact, generally re q u i re the orc h e s t r a t i o n
of several skills.

For example, while summarizing is an eff e c t i v e
c o m p rehension strategy, readers cannot summarize
texts well without an array of skills.  Summarization
is likely to help young readers understand and
a p p reciate Mark Teague’s lovely fantasy, Lost and
F o u n d.  However, in order to do this successfully, chil-
d ren would need to pay careful attention to the
s e q u e n c e of events and they need to n o t e s u r p r i s i n g
d e t a i l s .

S i m i l a r l y, children’s comprehension of the outra-
geous book, D o g z i l l a (by Dav Pilkey), will likely be
enhanced if they use an Evaluate strategy.  This story
is an exaggerated spoof of horror movies of the 1950s
and 1960s, featuring a community of mice and a
menacing cre a t u re (an oversized dog with bad-
smelling breath).  In order to understand and enjoy
the story, students will need to make inferences about
the events in the story and use their knowledge
about realism and fantasy to draw conclusions about
the ideas in the story (see Figure 4).  Each event
draws on the ideas and language of horror movies
and fantasy stories.  As students evaluate the events,
they will need to use skills such as inference or draw-
ing conclusions so that they can enjoy the humor and
the author’s use of exaggeration to entertain.

Strategies re q u i re using several skills or abilities
in concert. Individual skills can be very important
under some circumstances, but they are generally
not, by themselves, sufficient to accomplish the com-
plex jobs re q u i red of mature readers and writers.  No
one set of skills is always linked to a particular strate-
g y.  Instead, strategies comprise skill combinations
which involve a degree of critical thinking, thought-
ful selection, and self-control that is not true for skills.
Thus, they are cognitively more complex, but also
m o re versatile.

As important as strategies are, they generally are
not acquired without at least some explicit instru c t i o n
and attention from the teacher.  Effective and mature
readers can re c ruit a variety of skills under any num-
ber of circumstances to respond to the varying
demands of diff e rent texts and diff e rent tasks.  Even
highly skilled readers may not have a flexible and
strategic approach to reading.  Unlike other aspects
of reading, exposure and experience alone do not
appear to ensure controlled knowledge and use of
s t r a t e g i e s .
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The Role of Author’s Craft  
Powerful comprehension and profound enjoy-

ment of texts comes only when readers appre c i a t e
and use an array of devices employed by authors to
build meaning.  The techniques and devices shown
in Figure 5 are used by authors to add interest, but
they are also critical for comprehension.  Readers
who do not, or cannot, use author’s craft eff e c t i v e l y
a re likely to struggle with both comprehension and
motivation.  For example, look again at Figure 4 and
notice how the author has used a variety of exagger-
ated descriptive words to add to the fun and encour-
age comparison to fantastic horror movies.  Wo rd s
and phrases like depths of the earth, terrifying, dre a d f u l ,
h e roic, mighty, monstrous, a n d h o r r i b l e all contribute to
our appreciation for the humor and drama of this
s t o r y.  When children make good use of author’ s
craft, their comprehension and enjoyment are
enhanced.  When they do not, they frequently misun-
derstand or fail altogether to assign meaning to the
events and actions of the story.

What Should Comprehension
Instruction Look Like?

F o r t u n a t e l y, students can acquire fluency, learn to
be strategic, and learn to comprehend more deeply.
Even better, we have fairly good information about
the type of instruction that promotes good compre-
hension in students.  It is very clear that extensive
reading practice is essential in building both fluency
and knowledge.  It is equally clear that good, explicit
i n s t ruction in some areas provides additional benefit
to students.  The National Reading Panel (2000) con-
cluded that there are eight types of instruction that
a re especially effective in teaching students to com-
p rehend.  We will discuss each of these types of
i n s t ruction (highlighted below) within this somewhat
b roader framework of instru c t i o n

•  Reading Opportunity

•  Instructional Support for Compre h e n s i o n in which
we discuss (1) graphic org a n i z e r s and (2) story
s t r u c t u re, but also pre - reading activities and
guided reading and questioning strategies; and
f l u e n c y

•  Explicit Instruction in which we discuss (3) com-
p rehension monitoring, (4) summarizing, and ( 5 )
multiple-strategy teaching

•  The Added Value of Discussion, in which we
describe appropriate (6) cooperative learning
opportunities for reading instruction and also
discuss (7) question answering and (8) question
generation appro a c h e s .

Provide Ex t e n s i ve Opportunities for
Ex p o s u re and Pra c t i c e .

Both our own common sense and decades of re s e a rc h
highlight the importance of practice in learning to
read.  There is a strong association between voluntary
reading and writing and general reading and writing
achievement (Gre a n e y, 1980; Morro w, 1983).  The
amount of time children spend reading books is
s t rongly linked to reading comprehension and re a d-
ing achievement gains (Anderson, Wilson, &
Fielding, 1988; Ta y l o r, Frye, & Maruyama, 1990).

What may not be quite so evident is how impor-
tant reading practice is to developing both the ability
to comprehend and general cognitive competence.
As Stanovich (1992) has argued, “. . . reading does
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Au t h o r ’ s Vo i c e
E x a g g e r a t i o n
D i a l o g u e
F l a s h b a c k
Fo r e s h a d ow i n g
H u m o r
I m a g e r y
I r o ny
L a n g u a g e

P o e t i c
D e s c r i p t i v e
I d i o m s
M e t a p h o r
S i m i l e s
A l l i t e r a t i o n

Literary Elements
Character 

d e v e l o p m e n t
S e t t i n g
P l o t
C o n f l i c t
T h e m e
Surprise ending
S u s p e n s e
Story within a story
S t y l e
S u s p e n s e

A u t h o r’s Craft
Authors use a variety of devices and tools

to enhance readers’ understanding and enjoy-
ment of text. The following devices are com-
mon in narrative fiction, and effective re a d i n g
p rograms include increasingly sophisticated
i n s t ruction in these components in grades 
K–8 .

F i g u re 5. F e a t u res of A u t h o r’s Craft



make people smarter” (pg. 226).  In part, this conclu-
sion comes from the fact that wide reading pro m o t e s
vocabulary development.  Research summaries by
two recent commissions concluded that both overall
e x p o s u re to print and independent reading pro m o t e
and develop vocabulary, reading fluency, and com-
p rehension (National Reading Panel, 2000; Snow,
Burns, & Griffin, 1998).  Importantly, “ . . . exposure
to print is efficacious re g a rdless of the level of the
child’s cognitive and reading abilities.  We do not
have to wait for ‘pre requisite’ abilities to be in place
b e f o re encouraging free reading” (Stanovich, 1992, p.
2 2 6 ) .

Recent re s e a rch also suggests that extensive re a d-
ing practice as part of a planned instructional pro-
gram is a distinguished characteristic of successful
schools in all demographic regions.  In successful
schools, primary grade children engaged in continu-
ous text reading between 20 and 30 minutes each day,
while intermediate grade children read as much as an
hour a day (see Lipson et al., 2000; Taylor & Pearson,
in press).  In less successful schools, the amount of
text reading time was significantly less.  There f o re ,
e ffective reading programs must include ample
opportunity for students to read appro p r i a t e l y -
leveled texts.  To accomplish this, classrooms must
include a large and accessible collection of books
( M o r row et. al., 1999; Mosenthal et al, in pre s s ;
Neuman, 1999).

Students must read and create authentic materi-
als if they are going to become genuinely strategic
( B rown, Collins, & Deguid, 1989; Duff y, 1993;
Resnick, 1987).  Although short, contrived texts can
be helpful in introducing a skill or strategy to stu-
dents, students will not be able to develop eff e c t i v e
c o m p rehension strategies like monitoring, summariz-
ing, and self-questioning unless they are re a d i n g
i n c reasingly complex material of appropriately sub-
stantial length.  Nor will they develop and acquire
the rich vocabulary and broad understanding of text
s t ru c t u re re q u i red to become a reader with excellent
c o m p re h e n s i o n .

This balance is especially delicate in the early
grades and for students acquiring English as a sec-
ond language (ESL), when they may not be able to
read materials that will challenge and develop their
c o m p rehension abilities and background knowledge.
C o n s e q u e n t l y, many authors recommend using
teacher read-alouds for comprehension instru c t i o n
while at the same time using more controlled text for
beginning readers to practice word-level skills and

strategies (Honig, Diamond, & Gutlohn, 2000).

Oral reading, combined with teacher-
d i rected discussion, expose students to
the widest possible range of literature ,
familiarize them with various text stru c-
t u res, enrich their vocabularies, and help
them become more adept at compre-
hending w r i t t e n texts. (p. VII-iii, empha-
sis in the original)

I m p o r t a n t l y, diff e rent materials re q u i re diff e re n t
a p p roaches, combinations, and degrees of effort.  The
flexible and intentional aspects of strategy instru c t i o n
really only develop when students read (or hear) fine
l i t e r a t u re, excellent nonfiction, and a wide range of
other real-world materials.

S u p p o rt Compre h e n s i o n .

Because opportunity and experience are so central to
the development of vocabulary and compre h e n s i o n ,
teachers must find ways to provide access to texts.
Independent reading of texts is important, and a re g-
ular silent or quiet reading time should be a part of
every classroom routine.  In addition, however, teach-
ers need to support students so that they can re a d
and comprehend materials that are just out of their
independent re a c h .

Teachers can support students’ compre h e n s i o n
by providing support for reading before they begin
reading; by building background, introducing key
v o c a b u l a r y, and activating existing knowledge.
Good instruction should involve solid pre - re a d i n g
engagement with ideas, words, and org a n i z a t i o n a l
schemes so that students’ comprehension is
i m p roved.  A c c o rding to Anderson et al. (1985),
“using instructional time to build background knowl-
edge pays dividends in comprehension” and “useful
a p p roaches to building background knowledge prior
to a reading lesson focus on the concepts that will be
central to understanding the upcoming story, con-
cepts that children either do not possess or may not
think of without prompting” (p. 50).  Although none
of these instructional activities is new or novel, teach-
ers usually do not spend enough time on these parts
of their instructional plan.  

In addition, teachers can enhance students’
understanding through instructional scaff o l d i n g .
S c a ffolding had been described as any assistance that
allows someone to solve a problem , carry out a task,
or achieve a goal that he or she could not accomplish
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without support (Wood, Bru n e r, and Ross, 1976).
Graphic organizers and visual maps are among the
very best types of scaffolding for literacy (National
Reading Panel, 2000).

For narrative texts, story maps work very well.  A t
first, children can be taught a generic map that
includes the major elements of story grammar (see
earlier discussion of stories).  Later on, children can be
supported in reading more complex stories by pro v i d-
ing maps that frame the particular story they are re a d-
ing.  Sometimes stories are best understood by attend-
ing to relationships among the events and not in terms
of classic story grammar.  For example, the classic
story The Little Red Hen re q u i res attention to cause-
e ffect, and a map for this story would focus on the
causes and effects of the events in the story.  A g o o d
story map helps students to identify the important
aspects of the story and, there f o re, provides real sup-
port for compre h e n s i o n .

Expository texts are often more complex and vari-
able, so graphic organizers can be especially helpful to
young or less-skilled readers.  Again, it is important to
make sure that the graphic organizer highlights the
major organizational pattern of the specific text being
read so that the children’s comprehension is support-
ed as they “fill in” the parts that will guide them
t h rough the selection (see Figure 6).  The cluster dia-
gram in Figure 6 reveals the main idea and supporting
detail stru c t u re of the text Dancing Rainbows, about
Native American traditional dances.  Although this
s t ru c t u re is common among nonfiction texts, the
o rganizer is not generic; rather, it matches the selection
exactly and will, there f o re, be more helpful especially
for students who are struggling readers.  As childre n
gain expertise, they should be encouraged to cre a t e
their graphic depictions of the material they are re a d-
i n g .

F i n a l l y, teachers should develop and assess fluen-
c y.  The evidence suggests that teachers can impro v e
student performance by using guided or supported
reading during reading (NPR, 2000).  Although the
panel concludes that children need considerable prac-
tice in supported settings, they also conclude that tra-
ditional ro u n d - robin pro c e d u res do not provide stu-
dents with enough exposure and practice to be helpful
to students.  Several newer approaches do have pro m-
ise, however.  Of course, it is important to re c o g n i z e
that students of diff e rent ages and abilities may need
d i ff e rent instru c t i o n .

Not all children need extensive support during
reading, and the degree of support will likely vary

depending on the type of text and the students’ famil-
iarity with the content of the piece.  Many ELL s t u-
dents can benefit from enhanced support.  For stu-
dents who need it, teachers can help promote compre-
hension by supplying additional information about
vocabulary and key concepts; can model appro p r i a t e
c o m p rehension strategy use or support students’
e fforts to use strategies themselves; and can pro m p t
discussion through skillful use of questioning (see dis-
cussion below).

In the early grades, fluency instruction should
involve many text re readings.  These should include
reading of decodable text to acquire accuracy, but also
s h a red reading, repeated readings of familiar texts,
etc., to develop other aspects of fluency such as 

F i g u re 6. Graphic Organizers 
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rate and expression.  Older students who are stru g-
gling with fluency will also benefit from these prac-
tices.  Special strategies to promote and develop fluen-
cy include partner reading, re reading with a tape
re c o rding, and choral re a d i n g .

A c o m p rehensive reading program should include
p rovisions for flexible and varied supported guided
reading of text and effective graphic supports.  In
addition, it should highlight key concepts and build
b a c k g round for students who need it.  The pro g r a m
should also make provisions for text re readings using
tapes and/or simplified summaries for additional
experience and practice.  Finally, teachers should eval-
uate students’ fluency as a distinct component because
its impact on comprehension can be so significant.
Periodic evaluation of students’ fluency using the
c l a s s room materials can provide invaluable diagnostic
i n f o r m a t i o n .

Teach Comprehension Ex p l i c i t l y.
Although extensive practice and good supportive
reading opportunities are necessary and generally
e ffective, they are not sufficient for many childre n .
Many children re q u i re explicit instruction in h o w to 
c o m p rehend.  

Some students do acquire strategies and learn to
use them efficiently without explicit instruction.  A s
we noted earlier, however, sophisticated use of strate-
gies and coordinated skills usually re q u i re explicit
teaching (Paris, Lipson, & Wixson, 1983; Paris, Wa s i k ,
& Tu r n e r, 1991).  A good reading program must attend
to students’ strategic reading development thro u g h o u t
the grades.  Since it appears that a relatively small set
of strategies is used across many ages/grades/tasks, it
makes sense to teach these strategies in a l l g r a d e s .
The strategies don’t change, but students (kinder-
garten and first grade) can use a summary strategy, for
example, that includes telling the beginning, middle,
and end.  By sixth grade, student summarizations
would attend to character, plot, pro b l e m - s o l u t i o n s ,
and re s o l u t i o n s .

During explicit instruction, teachers employ a
variety of techniques:  direct explanation, modeling,
guided practice, feedback, and application (Dickson,
Collins, Simmons, and Kameenui, 1998).  D i rect expla-
n a t i o n is important, because re s e a rchers have demon-
strated that many students do not seem able to extract
critical information from their experiences.  They need
the teacher to explain exactly w h a t ( s t r a t e g y, e.g.) they
a re learning, h o w to use it, and w h y it is important.  In
addition, students benefit from t e a cher modeling o f

complex strategies.  As teachers “think aloud” about
their cognitive actions, students can see how they
could replicate these activities.  Guided practice i s
especially important, because strategic reading seems
to re q u i re that students have “conditional” knowledge
re g a rding the strategies they are learning (Paris,
Lispson, & Wixson, 1983).  This explicit instru c t i o n
should make clear to students the value of using a
particular strategy(ies) and should model for students
a p p ropriate mental processes.  Then, during guided
practice, teachers should let students know when and
why (conditional knowledge) to use these strategies
during reading and writing tasks.  As children use
their newly acquired strategies in supported contexts,
teachers can provide f e e d b a c k.  Finally, children must
have ample opportunities to a p p l y the strategies to
new texts so that they can acquire independence and
s e l f - c o n t ro l .

Explicit instruction can be used to help childre n
a c q u i re other reading abilities as well.  For example,
explicit instruction is very effective in helping childre n
to acquire an appreciation of text stru c t u re and use it
to improve comprehension (National Reading Panel,
2000).  Similarly, students often do not acquire expert-
ise in using the dimensions of author’s craft without
explicit instruction.  Effective reading programs high-
light the relevant aspects of author’s craft, link this
knowledge to skills, and help students orchestrate all
of this using appropriate strategies 
(see box)

Explicit Instruction 
Opportunities for D o g z i l l a

• Use explicit instruction to teach children about
the genre of fantasy.

• Teach children about author’s craft:  exaggera-
tion and humor.

• Teach the Evaluate Strategy and link it to
explicit instruction in noting details and draw-
ing conclusions.

Discussion Provides Added Va l u e .
R e s e a rc h - ers have recently found that literature dis-
cussion promotes motivation for reading and can also
i m p rove students’ comprehension.  There are any
number of possible ways to promote literature discus-
sion, and diff e rent approaches appear to benefit chil-
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d ren in slightly diff e rent ways.  As the National
Reading Panel (2000) has noted, re s e a rch supports the
e ffectiveness of cooperative grouping and also any
a p p roaches that improve students’ question-answer-
ing and question-generating abilities.  Two appro a c h e s
to literature discussion that have strong re s e a rch foun-
dations are “Book Club, “ developed by Raphael and
her colleagues (see McMahon, Raphael, Goatley, &
P a rdo, 1997) and “Question the Author” (QtA) devel-
oped by Isabel Back and her colleagues (Beck et al.,
1996; Beck, McKeown, Hamiliton, & Kucan, 1997).

W h e reas discussion is just one component of Book
Club, it is the major feature of QtA.  Since the primary
purpose for QtA is to help students build understand-
ing from text to increase and improve compre h e n s i o n ,
we will describe this approach in some detail.  The
re s e a rch base for QtA is impressive.  Beck et al, (1996)
report that, in QtA c l a s s rooms, teacher questions and
student responses become more meaning-oriented and
that students become more active participants in dis-
cussion.  In addition, when students responded to
teacher queries, they were more likely than other re a d-
ers to go beyond verbatim responses, integrating their
own prior knowledge, inferences, or hypotheses in
their answers.  Importantly, during discussions, stu-
dents were also much more likely to initiate their own
questions and comments.

In order to implement QtA, teachers should be
a w a re of several key features of this instructional strat-
e g y.  First, QtA takes place during reading (unlike
Book Club, for example, where students have collabo-
rative discussions after they have read).  That’s
because it is focused specifically on clarifying and
understanding the ideas of the text – on having stu-
dents construct meaning through the ongoing discus-
sion.  Teachers’ questions (called Queries) are not
designed to assess students’ comprehension of text
after reading.  Instead, Queries help children to “grap-
ple” with ideas in the text.  Finally, these conversations
take place among all the students in a group who are
reading the same text.  As the re s e a rchers explain:

In QtA, the goal is to assist students in
their efforts to understand as they are
reading for the first time.  Not only is this
orientation a better reflection of how a
reader needs to address text content to
build understanding, but it is also an
opportunity for valuable teaching and
learning experiences…Teachers can model
confusion, identify problematic language

and difficult ideas in text, and ask Queries
that focus student thinking.  All these
actions can serve as comprehension strate-
gies that students ultimately learn and use
on their own. (Beck et al., p. 19)

I m p o r t a n t l y, the authors emphasize that discussion
itself is not the goal.  Rather, “discussion in a QtA l e s-
son is the means toward achieving a goal and that
goal is always the same:  constructing meaning” (p.
21).  In addition, it is done cooperatively as students
a re all engaged in reading the text.

Because QtA is meant to promote compre h e n s i o n ,
the questions, or Queries, are constructed diff e re n t l y.
Instead of asking for particular information from the
text, QtA queries often ask what the information
means.  For example, instead of asking, “What change
o c c u r red in this story?”  the teacher might ask, “How
has the author let you know that something has
changed?”  or, “Given what the author had told us
a l ready about this character, how do you think he will
react to this change?”  In essence, these questions are
designed to help children think about the significance
of the information they are gleaning, which helps stu-
dents to connect ideas, integrate information with
prior knowledge, and fill in missing pieces.    

The important idea is to promote group discus-
sion and engagement with the text so that students
can “problem solve” their way through their re a d-
i n g — c o n s t ructing meaning as they go.  These
a p p roaches may be especially helpful to ELL s t u d e n t s
(see Goatley, Brock & Raphael, 1995) who can  benefit
f rom the group interactions.  Where appropriate and
possible, re s e a rchers suggest that students’ compre-
hension of English text can be improved by discussing
the text in their first language (see Rigg & Allen, 1989;
F reeman & Freeman, 1994, 2000).  The challenge of
communicating these ideas to others is re m o v e d ,
allowing students to entertain more sophisticated
ideas and language which support text compre h e n-
sion.  Some students, especially younger ones, may
enjoy dramatizing the reading, and all can benefit
f rom visual interpre t a t i o n s .
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C o n c l u s i o n
Successful comprehension instruction re q u i res a

sophisticated literacy program:  one that includes
diverse literature, both fiction and nonfiction; many
opportunities for independent and supported prac-
tice; thoughtful instruction before, during, and after
reading; explicit teaching of comprehension skills and
strategies; and cooperative, collaborative discussion
of texts.  Because there is such overwhelming consen-
sus about good, re s e a rch-based instruction in the are a
of comprehension, educators should expect their
c o m m e rcial programs to support effective practice in
each of these are a s .
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