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Abstract

Reading comprehension is defined by Vellutino (2003) as “the ability to obtain meaning from written text for some purpose” (p. 51).  However, individual differences in knowledge, skills, and abilities affect a student’s reading comprehension.  Reading is the main academic area in which students with learning disabilities experience difficulties (Gearheart & Gearheart, 1989).  The essence of reading is comprehension; however, many students struggle to read effectively because they lack critical elements of comprehension.  Therefore, struggling students need to develop strategies that help them become active, competent readers who acquire meaning from text.  When students comprehend what they read, they enjoy it and are motivated to read more (Jennings, Caldwell, & Lerner, 2010).  This paper will explore how teaching reading comprehension strategies to learning disabled or struggling readers in upper elementary school applies to learners and learning principles, learning environments, curriculum and instructional strategies, and assessment.  

Strategies for Older Elementary Students 

Struggling with Reading Comprehension

Comprehension is the building of meaning from oral and written text.  In this active process of creating meaning, readers construct meaning by making connections between what is in the text and what they already know (Duffy, 2003).  Comprehension is more than just listening to the words being decoded to see if they make sense.  Instead, it involves many different processes, entails multiple strategies, and implies different concepts depending on the context (Duke & Pearson, 2002).

This paper will address how to best teach reading comprehension to older elementary students who are struggling or have diagnosed learning disabilities.  This topic is an important area to investigate because “learning to read remains a hallmark skill that essentially defines the degree of success students can achieve academically throughout their school career,” and an elementary school teacher will encounter students who either have learning disabilities or are already struggling readers when they enter the classroom (Chard et al., 2009, p. 263).  Therefore, this project will illuminate more about these students’ needs as well as how teachers can implement these best practices into the classroom to assist those students struggling with reading comprehension.  

Learners and Learning

The purpose of reading is to comprehend a written message.  Pearman (2008) states that “comprehension is, in part dependent upon the reader’s prior knowledge and its activation as the author’s words are read.  During comprehension, readers associate the new information communicated by the text to information already in their minds” (p. 594).  Therefore, this topic applies to learners and learning principles because a struggling reader is forced to build upon a schema that he/she might not obtain.  

Many students with learning disabilities and students with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) have reading problems.  These students are often in general education classrooms.  Therefore, it is critical that the classroom teacher understand the nature of comprehension.  A reader utilizes a schema, the organized knowledge that one has about people, places, things, and events, to provide a framework for comprehending a story and making inferences.  A schema also aids retention, as students use it to organize their reconstruction of events.  Not only do readers have schemata for ideas and events, but learners also have schemata for text structures, which assist them in organizing information (Gunning, 2004).

Comprehension can also be thought of as the construction of a mental or situation model, which views comprehension as a “process of building and maintaining a model of situations and events described in text” (McNamara, Miller, & Bransford, 1991, p. 491).  Schema theory describes how familiar situations are understood.  Situation model theory describes how new situations are comprehended by the learner.  Based on a situation model, teachers should take at least three steps to help improve students struggling with comprehension: build background knowledge, provide learners with materials on the appropriate level, and teach instructional strategies (Gunning, 2004).

Comprehension instruction is typically divided into two major categories, which illuminate its purposes.  The first is instruction that focuses on helping students understand the content of a particular text.  The second purpose is instruction that focuses on comprehension strategies to help students understand all texts (Pearson & Fielding, 1991; Tierney & Cunningham, 1984).    This second category focuses more on students understanding the strategic process of comprehending what they are reading (Liang & Dole, 2006).  Comprehension instruction must be balanced within both explicit instruction in comprehension strategies and in the opportunity for actual reading.

There are three different types of comprehension—literal, interpretive, and critical.  Together these components promote enhanced comprehension and student ownership that will facilitate transfer.  Teachers need to focus their efforts on instruction that fosters higher-order thinking and stresses interpretive and critical comprehension as well as emphasizes how some strategies can support these aspects of comprehension better than others.  If teachers shift their focus from only literal comprehension to one that encompasses interpretive and critical responses, then they need to accentuate each component of comprehension and provide explicit instruction on how to support it.  Literal comprehension refers to accounts that closely match the written text.  Literal reading of any text is important because it helps readers understand the author’s purpose, identify relevant information, and establish the foundation upon which they will accumulate information, evaluate its accuracy, and critique ideas presented.  One strategy that supports literal comprehension is questioning.  This helps students concentrate on relevant information, provides a structure for thinking about details, and provides a record of students’ thinking across reading.  Teachers can support students’ engagement in literal comprehension by providing instruction on how to formulate questions that focus on text-based information (McMahon, 2008).  

Interpretive comprehension requires more than recall because when text is interpreted, readers connect new information to old, comparing and contrasting ideas.  Because this facet requires the reader to fuse personal knowledge and text-based information, the constructed meaning results in the development of a unique meaning (Anderson & Pearson, 1984).  Therefore, interpretive comprehension reveals some text-based information, but also includes the reader’s individual prior experiences, knowledge constructed from other texts, and affective reaction to the text (Gaskins, 1996).  Thus, this facet of comprehension requires readers to blend new knowledge with existing thought, which encourages them to think about their reading at a deeper level and to achieve a more personal understanding.  To foster interpretive comprehension, the teacher must consider strategies that facilitate the learner’s efforts to build relationships between their personal knowledge bases and new information found in the text.  One strategy that supports interpretive comprehension is interactive reading using sticky notes (McMahon, 2008).  While students read, they can place sticky notes by their favorite part, an unfamiliar word, and/or a confusing part or sentence in the story.  This strategy allows readers to relate new information to existing knowledge. 

Critical comprehension requires the reader to work with both existing knowledge and new information to construct meaning.  This feature demands that readers include more of their existing knowledge to form “an opinion after reading, an evaluation of positions, either within the book or help by the reader, an assessment of the relevance or reliability of information provided within a text, and/or the formulation of inferences beyond the text to other contexts” (McMahon, 2008, p. 13).  This approach to reading is crucial to encourage critical thinking, both within and across disciplines and domains of knowledge (Paul, 1986).  A strategy that supports critical comprehension is one that enables the reader to restate text information and include personal opinions related to it.  This approach requires an opinion or evaluation, not just a connection.  One way of promoting critical comprehension is to have students use a Double Entry Journal (Schatzberg-Smith, 1989).  This simple format clearly communicates to learners that their opinions related to the text are important.  In this strategy students write what the author said as well as what they say (McMahon, 2008).  Teachers must expand their teaching to include all three of these types of comprehension and align their strategy lessons with each one to make clearer its purpose and to ensure transfer.  This kind of approach “deepens comprehension, promotes multiple strategy use, and facilitates transfer” (McMahon, 2008, p. 14).              

Expert readers use a variety of consciously controlled strategies when reading complex and challenging texts (Pressley, 2000).  Duke and Pearson (2002) explain in great depth what good readers do when they read.  Knowing what good readers do assists teachers and other professionals to know how to improve a child’s reading skills, especially in the area of comprehension.  The following contains Duke and Pearson’s (2002) thoughts on what good readers do when they read, a strategy that also corresponds to Jennings, Caldwell, & Lerner (2010), Neufield (2005), Block and Israel (2004), and Brown (2008), and Keene and Zimmermann’s (1997) beliefs on reading behaviors of expert readers:

Good readers are active readers.  From the outset they have clear goals in mind for their reading.  They constantly evaluate whether the text, and their reading of it, is meeting their goals.  Good readers typically look over the text before they read, noting such things as the structure of the text and text sections that might be most relevant to their reading goals.  As they read, good readers frequently make predictions about what is to come.  They read selectively, continually making decisions about their reading—what to read carefully, what to read quickly, what not to read, what to reread, and so on.  Good readers construct, revise, and question the meanings they make as they read.  Good readers try to determine the meaning of unfamiliar words and concepts in the text, and they deal with inconsistencies or gaps as needed.  They draw from, compare, and integrate their prior knowledge with material in the text.  They think about the authors of the text, their style, beliefs, intentions, historical milieu, and so on.  They monitor their understanding of the text, making adjustments in their reading as necessary.  They evaluate the text’s quality and value, and react to the text in a range of ways, both intellectually and emotionally.  Good readers read different kinds of text differently.  When reading narrative, good readers attend closely to the setting and characters.  When reading expository text, these readers frequently construct and revise summaries of what they have read.  For good readers, text processing occurs not only during “reading” as we have traditionally defined it, but also during short breaks taken during reading, even after the “reading” itself has commenced, even after the “reading” has ceased.  Comprehension is a consuming, continuous, and complex activity, but one that, for good readers, is both satisfying and productive.  (pp. 205-206).
There is a large volume of work that indicates that teachers and other educational professionals can help students acquire the strategies and processes used by good readers.  Assisting new or struggling readers with these strategies and processes will improve their overall comprehension of text (Duke & Pearson, 2002). 

Jennings, Caldwell, & Lerner (2010) state that good readers share knowledge and attitudes about four important aspects of comprehension: “(1) the purpose of reading is comprehension. (2) Comprehension is an active and accurate process. (3) Readers use their background knowledge to comprehend. (4) Comprehension requires higher-level thinking” (p. 275).  Good readers understand that the purpose of reading is to understand, enjoy, and learn from material.  However, students struggling to comprehend often think that reading means recognizing words.  Therefore, the teacher should always ask students for a comprehension response after they read the selection, such as questions, story retellings, think-alouds, etc. (Jennings, Caldwell, & Lerner, 2010).

Learning Environment

Creating a learning environment that is conducive to all students learning to read, including those with learning disabilities or who are struggling readers, is of the upmost importance.  Therefore, creating an environment that teaches students “how to use strategies selectively and how to set goals, persevere, and make accurate attributions while reading” will help students with reading difficulties significantly because it allows the student to feel enabled and empowered, which leads to “stable improvements in both acquisition and use of adaptive learning strategies” (Paris & Oka, 1989, p. 32).  In an effective literacy program, the teacher focuses on building a community of learners.  In an ideal community of learners, all students’ contributions are valued, and activities and discussions are genuine because students feel that they are an important part of the learning community (Gunning, 2004).

The primary consideration in reading instruction should be the needs and strengths of each child (Clay, 2002).  Adapting teaching techniques and instruction for students is crucial in creating a learning environment that is conducive to all students learning to read.  Therefore, creating a safe environment that allows for the same learning to occur on various levels is the ultimate goal.

Comprehension instruction should be balanced by including both explicit instruction in specific comprehension strategies as well as by having the opportunity for actual reading, writing, and discussion of text.  Therefore, in order for teachers to obtain balanced comprehension instruction, there must be a supportive classroom context and a model of comprehension instruction.  Offering good instruction is not enough to produce flourishing readers; there must also be a supportive classroom context in which actual reading occurs.  For teachers to obtain a supportive classroom environment, several features must be present.  Most importantly, there must be a great deal of time spent actually reading.  As with decoding, all of the explicit instruction will not make students strong readers unless it is accompanied by a great deal of experience applying knowledge, skills, and strategies during actual reading.  In classrooms with balanced comprehension instruction, experience reading actual texts for real reasons must be apparent.  To become strong, flexible, and committed learners of text, students need experience reading texts beyond those designed exclusively for reading instruction or with a clear and convincing purpose.  Students must also have experience reading a range of literary genres.  Students will not learn to become excellent comprehenders of any text without substantial experience in reading and writing (Duke & Pearson, 2002).  Teachers must provide an environment rich in vocabulary and concept development through reading, experience, and most importantly, discussion of words and their meanings.  Every text comprehension depends on some prior knowledge, and well-chosen texts can build a reader’s knowledge base.  Also, hands-on activities, field-trips, conversations, and other various experiences are needed to develop vocabulary and concept knowledge required to understand a given text.  Skilled decoding, being accurate and automatic, is necessary for skilled comprehension (Duffy, 2003; Duke & Pearson, 2002).

The teacher should also create an environment that is rich in high-quality talk about text.  The interaction should involve both teacher-to-student and student-to-student talk.  It should include discussions that clarify basic material stated in the text to forming interpretations of text material to connecting the text to other texts, experiences, and reading goals (Gearheart & Gearheart, 1989).  

Strategy instruction should include motivational factors for students to become engaged learners because they possess the necessary cognitive tools and are excited about learning (Gunning, 2004).  Motivation is a very difficult problem that the teacher of a struggling or learning disabled student encounters.  The student who has experienced difficulty in learning to read usually suffers from a lack of self-esteem and self-confidence as well as great discouragement (Gearheart & Gearheart, 1989).  To foster engagement, the teacher involves students, helps them set goals, provides them with choices, and assists their understanding of what they are doing and why, so that they are motivated to apply strategies (Gunning, 2004).  To help a child become more motivated to read, it is crucial that the teacher review progress with the student and dramatize the successes of the student.  As the student achieves each objective, new ones are selected, and work is begun to achieve those (Gearheart & Gearheart, 1989).  In a series of studies on effective instruction, Pressley (2001) discovered that motivation had a significant impact on students’ learning.  He revealed that motivation is mainly a matter of creating a positive and encouraging but challenging environment because students get the feeling that they are valued and competent while engaged in interesting and meaningful learning activities (Gunning, 2004).

Curriculum and Instructional Strategies

In teaching comprehension strategies to students having difficulties reading, a teacher must utilize a research-based curriculum and instructional strategies.  Struggling readers have to cross many bridges in their path to overcome risk factors and achieve strong reading comprehension skills (Biemiller & Siegel, 1997).  Because students with reading problems are already behind their peers, utilizing instructional strategies to teach students who struggle with literacy is critical.  Comprehension instruction for elementary students should be explicit, concrete, and developmentally appropriate (Gunning, 2004).  

A crucial component of successful literacy intervention is that students read.  It is important for students, including those struggling with literacy, to read in order to learn.  Teachers should read to their students and with their students, and they should schedule time for students to read independently  (Jennings, Caldwell, & Lerner, 2010).  Reading to students allows them to enjoy a text that they might not be able to understand independently.  Teachers can utilize reading aloud to demonstrate effective comprehension strategies.  Reading to students is a powerful tool that fosters higher-level comprehension processes.  Discussions during and after reading aloud can challenge struggling readers to higher levels of thought and encourage them to become active learners (Lane & Wright, 2007).  Open-ended questions can lead students to draw inferences, connect the reading to their own lives, and examine the meaning of unfamiliar words.  Reading with students involves a shared reading format that supports students and ensures their success.  The teacher can model the process of thinking during reading by stopping at certain parts and talking about content.  Teachers should also provide time for independent reading by students and help them choose text that they can read successfully, that are interesting and personally meaningful to them and are drawn from a wide variety of genres and topics (Jennings, Caldwell, & Lerner, 2010).

Comprehension instruction is the most complex part of the elementary school curriculum.  For successful comprehension instruction, teachers must utilize a gradual release of responsibility model.  Hence, instruction begins with high levels of teacher modeling.  Then the comprehensive instruction moves to shared control in which the teacher scaffolds the students, and finally progresses to the student’s independently applying comprehension skills and strategies to understand new text.  For each new skill or strategy, this model may take months to come to fruition because independent application of specific cognitive strategies in reading is very complex for young children (Walpole & McKenna, 2007). 

When assisting a child to improve his or her reading comprehension, Walpole and McKenna (2009) state that for fiction texts, the teacher should focus on instructing the student on the various story elements.  Through this instruction there will be “opportunities to foster children’s ability to predict, to monitor their understanding, to self-question, to visualize, to make inferences, to use fix-up strategies, to discern main idea, to retell, and to synthesize” (Walpole & McKenna, 2009, p. 124).  It is important to provide opportunities for children with reading difficulties to experience these comprehension strategies.  

For struggling readers, reading comprehension is inextricably related to vocabulary.  Walpole & McKenna (2007) state the importance of teaching Tier II vocabulary to students to strengthen their reading abilities; “once you have selected the [vocabulary] words, use a dictionary to construct child-friendly definitions and to consider ways to explain the words in a variety of contexts” (p. 92).  The authors continue to state how the teacher may want to record the words and definitions on chart paper or sentence strips so that they can be utilized easily during instruction.  It is important to provide the students opportunities to revisit the words they have learned.  The goal with Tier II words is to build the children’s oral vocabularies.  Therefore, the teacher knows that this strategy is working when the student can understand previously taught words in new contexts or when they use the words in conversation.  Teachers can monitor their students’ knowledge by systematically returning to words previously taught (Walpole & McKenna, 2007).  There is no single “right method” to utilize with learning disabled or struggling students.  However, the following are several instructional strategies to build a comprehension curriculum in an older elementary school classroom that can benefit most students, including those struggling with reading comprehension.
Building a comprehension curriculum
Building a comprehension curriculum requires specific comprehension strategies that research has shown to be effective in improving students’ understanding of text.  The following strategies are recommended by Duke and Pearson and must be explained and modeled for struggling students and then emphasized in shared, guided, and independent reading (Duke & Pearson, 2002).

Prediction.
Predicting is a preparational strategy that activates readers’ schemata because they are formed on the basis of prior knowledge.  Predicting provides readers a purpose for reading and turns reading into an active search to see whether a prediction is correct.  Predicting is an excellent strategy for enhancing comprehension for students, especially for those with reading difficulties (Gunning, 2004).  Making predictions and then reading to see how they turn out as well as entailing activities such as activating prior knowledge, pre-viewing, and over-viewing are the basis of the prediction strategy.  All of these options encourage students to utilize their existing knowledge to facilitate their understanding of new ideas encountered in text (Duke & Pearson, 2002). 
Think-Aloud.
A think-aloud is another proven instructional strategy for improving comprehension for struggling readers.  Think-alouds have been demonstrated to improve students’ comprehension both when students read and also when teachers regularly think aloud while reading to students (Duke & Pearson, 2002).  Harris and Hodges (1995) state that a think-aloud is a “meta-cognitive technique or strategy in which a teacher verbalizes thoughts aloud while reading a selection orally, thus modeling the process of comprehension” (p. 256).  Providing instruction that entails students thinking aloud has been proven effective at improving comprehension.  One accepted theory for why student think-aloud is effective at improving comprehension is that getting students to think aloud decreases their impulsiveness (Meichebaum & Asnarow, 1979).  Therefore, rather than jumping to conclusions about text meaning or moving ahead in the text without adequately understanding what had already been read, thinking-aloud may lead to more attentive, intentional reading (Duke & Pearson, 2002). 

The teacher think-aloud is typically conceived of as a form of teacher modeling. However, by thinking aloud, teachers demonstrate effective comprehension strategies and when and when not to apply them.  This teacher think-aloud is a very important part of the early modeling stages of instruction (Duke & Pearson, 2002).  Teachers utilize this technique as an instructional strategy to assist students in verbalizing their thoughts during reading, and thus, teachers demonstrate thinking aloud so that students can emulate it more effectively in the future (Oster, 2001).  Consequently, think-alouds are a successful strategy for those students struggling with reading comprehension because teachers can explain how expert readers elicit comprehension processes separately and collectively (Block, 2004).

Visual Representations.
A visual representation of a text helps struggling readers “understand, organize, and remember some of those thousand words” in a book (Duke & Pearson, 2002, p. 218).  The intention of visual representations is that they are re-presentations which allow people to present information again.  It is through this dynamic, transformative process that knowledge, comprehension, and memory form a relationship, revealing that whatever improves one of these elements also improves the others.  For example, tools and activities that improve comprehension will also enhance knowledge of text structure and vocabulary acquisition (Duke & Pearson, 2002).

Utilizing a map or graphic organizer to sort the various elements of a text helps students struggling to comprehend because they have a useful frame of reference for interpreting the text they encounter.  Utilizing graphic organizers like a story map teaches students to focus their attention on the various elements of a story including: the setting, the characters, the problem in the story, the conclusion/solution to the problem, and the main idea.  Generating these text structures helps students comprehend, remember, and retell narratives.  Once the teacher has introduced the strategy, she should review the graphic organizer, reminding students that good readers use story elements to help them focus on and remember the most important parts of stories.  To reinforce the lesson, she should then have students read the text selection, paying attention to the graphic organizers features.  The teacher should model or provide guided practice on identifying a story element and writing it on the graphic organizer if needed.  When any comprehension instruction is implemented, teachers should utilize the gradual release of responsibility model (Walpole & McKenna, 2007).  A research team (Kim, Vaughn, Wanzek, & Wei, 2004) reviewed the existing research on using graphic organizers with students with learning disabilities.  They found twenty-one appropriate intervention studies and that on these measures comprehension of specific texts by upper elementary students improved significantly when they learned to use semantic organizers and cognitive maps.  

Summarize.
Teaching struggling readers to summarize what they read is another way to improve their overall comprehension of text (Gunning, 2004).  Dole, Duffy, Roehler, and Pearson (1991) describe the ability to summarize information: “[summarizing] requires readers to sift through large units of text, differentiate important from unimportant ideas, and then synthesize those ideas and create a new coherent text that stands for, by substantive criteria, the original” (p. 244).  Research suggests that instruction and practice in summarizing not only improves students’ ability to summarize text, but also their overall comprehension of text content.  Thus, instruction in summarizing can be considered to meet dual purposes: to improve struggling students’ ability to summarize text and to improve their ability to comprehend text and recall (Duke & Pearson, 2002).

Walpole and McKenna (2007) state that, “teaching children to summarize has been identified by the National Institute of Child Health and Human Development (2000) as a well-validated instructional strategy” because a good summary requires the reader to make important decisions about central concepts in the text (p. 122).  Direct instruction in summarization helps older elementary students who are struggling to understand and remember when they read information text.  The instructional focus of this strategy is to build comprehension by writing summaries (Walpole & McKenna, 2007).  

Questions/Questioning.
Asking students with reading difficulties questions about their reading, before, during, and after the reading is a comprehension activity that helps teachers clarify what exactly students understand from the text.  It is important for teachers to ask students various types of questions because students’ understanding and recall can be readily shaped by the types of questions which they become accustomed (Duke & Pearson, 2002).  Thus, if students receive constant questions that require factual detail (or literal comprehension), then they tend, in future encounters with text, to focus their efforts on factual details.  If teachers desire a broader or more inferential understanding of a text, then they should emphasize questions that provide that focus.  When students experience questions that require them to connect information in the text to their knowledge base, they will tend to focus on this more integrative behavior in the future (Hansen, 1981).  Although the impact of the types of questions that teachers ask concerning comprehension is important, it is also crucial for a teacher to know if his/her students can generate their own questions about the text because research states that when students learn to generate questions for text, their overall comprehension improves (Duke & Pearson, 2002).

Conclusion.
In summary, there are six individual comprehension strategies that research suggests are valuable to teach to emergent readers.  A vast amount of research also suggests that vocabulary and comprehension are inextricably connected.  Thus, strategies related to discovering the meaning of unknown words, as well as general vocabulary building, are also fundamental to a strong curriculum in comprehension instruction (Duke & Pearson, 2002).

Scaffolding Comprehension Instruction
Scaffolding is an effective technique to utilize with students struggling with reading comprehension because it “enables a teacher to keep a task whole, while students learn to understand and manage the parts, and presents the learner with just the right challenge” (Clark & Graves, 2005, p. 571).  To assist students with reading difficulties in developing comprehension skills, teachers should assist students in choosing well-suited texts as well as perform ongoing assessments to monitor students’ use of comprehension strategies.  When students first learn a comprehension strategy, they should encounter texts that do not make heavy demands in other respects such as background knowledge, vocabulary, or decoding.  Therefore, teachers should be well aware of the specific strategy being focused on and select texts that will not hinder the child’s ability to learn the developing comprehension strategy.  Teachers should also implement ongoing assessments to monitor children’s use of comprehension strategies as well as their success at understanding what they read.  The results from this monitoring should, therefore, inform the teacher’s instruction.  However, students should also be monitoring their own use of comprehension strategies so that they are aware of their strengths and their weaknesses as developing comprehenders (Duffy, 2003; Duke & Pearson, 2002).  Scaffolding plays a critical role in the efforts of the teacher explicitly teaching strategies that foster reading independence.  It also has an important role in engaging students in supported practice with multiple texts.  Lastly, scaffolding is crucial because it gradually transfers responsibility for strategy use as students become increasingly able (Clark & Graves, 2005).

Comprehension instruction should be balanced so that it includes both explicit instruction in specific comprehension strategies as well as the opportunity for actual reading, writing, and discussion of text.  Therefore, for teachers to obtain balanced comprehension instruction, there must be a supportive classroom context and a model of comprehension instruction (Duke & Pearson, 2002).  Scaffolding is a highly flexible and adaptable model of instruction that supports students as they acquire basic skills and higher order thinking skills.  It also allows for explicit instruction within authentic contexts of reading and writing as well as enabling teachers to differentiate instruction for students of diverse needs (Clark & Graves, 2005).

Specific Comprehension Strategies to Teach & Utilize in the Classroom
Many teachers are unsure about how to teach comprehension to their students with reading difficulties.  Therefore, this section of the paper provides several research-based comprehension strategies to teach and utilize in classrooms to improve reading challenged students’ comprehension.

Effective Comprehension Routines.
Establishing effective comprehension routines requires an integrated set of practices that could be applied regularly to one text after another and in the process provide struggling readers with two benefits.  The first benefit is that students will have a better understanding of the text to which the routines are applied.  The second benefit is that students will establish the development of an infrastructure of processes that will benefit encounters with future text, especially texts that students must negotiate on their own (Duke & Pearson, 2002).

Reciprocal Teaching.
The focus of the reciprocal teaching (Palincsar & Brown, 1989) approach involves four comprehension strategies—predicting, questioning, seeking clarification, and summarizing.  Reciprocal teaching involves a gradual release of responsibility from teacher to student for carrying out each part of the routine.  In the beginning stages of the reciprocal teaching, the teacher does a lot of modeling of the target comprehension strategies.  However, as time progresses, students assume increasing control over strategy use, eventually utilizing the strategies with little or no teacher support (Duke & Pearson, 2002; Clark & Graves, 2005; Duffy, 2003).  
A typical reciprocal teaching session begins with predictions about the text based on the title and front cover; however, if students have previously started the text, then they begin with a review of the main points from the previous session’s reading.  Then the students read the first paragraph of the text silently.  Following this, the student, who is assigned to act as the teacher then “(a) asks a question about the paragraph, (b) summarizes the paragraph, (c) asks for clarification if needed, and (d) predicts what might be in the next paragraph” (Duke & Pearson, 2002, p. 225).  During this process, the teacher scaffolds the student acting as teacher when appropriate, and at the end provides feedback about the student/teacher’s work.  Throughout this process, the teacher holds the crucial role as guide.  Therefore, in addition to the modeling and scaffolding represented, the teacher constantly reminds students of why these strategies are important and how they will help them in their reading (Duke & Pearson, 2002; Clark and Graves, 2005; Duffy, 2003).  Reciprocal teaching is a very powerful strategy because it leads students with comprehension difficulties to a deeper processing of text.  It can also alter the way students read because it focuses their attention on trying to make sense of what they read, instead of merely decoding words (Rosenshine & Meister, 1994).

Transactional Strategies & Students Achieving Independent Learning.
The Students Achieving Independent Learning (SAIL) is a program that teaches a package of comprehension strategies.  The strategies emphasized in SAIL include predicting, visualizing questioning, clarifying, making associations and summarizing, and the use of these strategies is taught through teacher think-aloud and explicit instruction.  SAIL has been characterized as transactional strategies instruction because of its emphasis on transactions among teacher, student, and text (Pressley et al., 1992).  There is not a predetermined sequence of strategies to use in SAIL lesson; rather, strategy use depends on the situation and more attention is given to individual interpretation of text than to getting a right answer (Duke & Pearson, 2002).  

Collaborative Strategic Reading.
The Collaborative Strategic Reading (CSR) comprehension strategy’s purpose is to teach students with reading difficulties specific strategies for comprehending text.  This framework usually lasts a semester and focuses on activities that specifically teach comprehension strategies that students can use with any text they read.  Active engagement with text using a set of comprehension strategies is most important in this approach.  In this instructional framework, the goal is to teach struggling readers four specific comprehension strategies that they can utilize with both informational and expository texts they read.  The primary purpose is for students to learn how to use the comprehension strategies with many different texts (Liang & Dole, 2006).  Liang & Dole (2006) explain how the CSR strategy is utilized and incorporated in classrooms.  They state that first the teacher introduces CSR to the students.  Next, through “modeling and think-alouds, the teacher shows students how each of the four key comprehension strategies [which are written on cards—Preview card, Clunk Cards, Get the Gist card, and Wrap Up card] is used.  After students are proficient in the use of the individual strategies, the teacher models how to use all four together when reading text” (p. 748).  Students can be divided into small groups to practice utilizing the strategies or can work one-on-one with the teacher.  The four cards, Preview card, Clunk Cards, Get the Gist card, and Wrap Up card are based on four key comprehension strategies.  With the Preview card, students look for important features in the text, brainstorm what they already know about the topic, and predict what they will learn about the topic after reading the text.  Next students utilize their Clunk Cards to assist them in monitoring unfamiliar words, concepts, or ideas.  At the end of each passage, students use the Get the Gist card to determine the most important ideas in that section.  These strategies are then repeated until students have read the entire passage.  Then students utilize the Wrap Up card to help them generate a list of questions with answers that show that they understood the most important information (Liang & Dole, 2006). 

Direct Explanation of Comprehension Strategies.
Duke and Pearson (2002) and Clark and Graves (2005) reveal a model of comprehension instruction, Direct Explanation of Comprehension Strategies (DECS) (Duffy, 2002; Duffy et al., 1987) that is supported by research and includes both explicit comprehension strategies as well as opportunities to read, write, and discuss texts.  This model connects and integrates these various learning opportunities which include the following components: 

Teachers should explicitly describe the strategy and when and how it should be utilized.  The teacher and/or student must also model the strategy in action.  Collaborations between the teacher and/or students of the use of the strategy must be apparent.  In this model there must be guided practice using the strategy with gradual release of responsibility to the student.  The last component provides the student with a chance for independent use of the strategy.  Comprehension instruction should be balanced including both explicit instruction in specific comprehension strategies as well as the opportunity for actual reading, writing, and discussion of text.  Therefore, for teachers to obtain balanced comprehension instruction, there must be a supportive classroom context and a model of comprehension instruction. (Duke & Pearson, 2002, p. 208-209). 

Although during this process one comprehension strategy (i.e. prediction) is emphasized, strategies are not to be used alone; instead, good readers utilize multiple strategies constantly.  Therefore, although the model highlights a particular strategy, other strategies should be modeled, referenced, and encouraged throughout the process to assist students struggling with reading comprehension.  

Question Asking & Answering.
Question asking and answering is viewed as the strategy that drives all of the other strategies.  The difference among the strategies is the type of questions the reader asks him/herself or the text.  Therefore, helping students struggling with reading comprehension develop the ability to ask and answer questions of themselves and the text before, during, and after reading the text is a crucial part of the process of becoming a strategic reader (Neufield, 2005). 

Assessment

Not only is it essential to understand how to teach struggling or disabled readers to comprehend, but it is also imperative to be able to assess their learning.  Exemplary teachers of literacy often teach based on the instructional reading level of the students.  Teachers then utilize assessment to inform their instruction (Taylor et al., 2000).  Assessments are important for three reasons.  First, they portray to the teacher which children will benefit most from instruction with a particular focus.  Second, they provide guidance in choosing which skills to target in a series of lessons.  Finally, they form the basis for determining whether the instruction has been effective and deciding how to best serve the child (Walpole & McKenna, 2009).

As teachers expose students to more complex instructional activities, ongoing assessment should occur concurrently with instruction because it allows the teacher to know when to repeat a lesson and when to continue to the next.  The teacher assesses by continually observing the student and carefully monitoring what the student says and does (Jennings, Caldwell, & Lerner, 2010).  Observations can be made any time students are involved in reading.  Some opportunities for observation include shared reading, reading conferences, silent reading, author’s circle, literature circle, etc. (Gunning, 2004).  The teacher then utilizes these observations to make adjustments in instruction.  The lesson is therefore shaped by the assessment that occurs within it.  The teacher may use a variety of informal assessment methods, such as taking a running record, administering an informal reading inventory, or asking students to read a list of words.  However, the heart of assessment is the lesson itself, along with careful observation of the student’s behavior, and the teacher keeps observations on notes throughout the lesson (Jennings, Caldwell, & Lerner, 2010).

Jennings, Caldwell, & Lerner (2010) and Walpole and McKenna (2007) state that asking questions is one strategy that teachers can utilize to support and assess comprehension.  Kintsch (2005) illustrates a set of guidelines for the design of questions, which include text-based, summary, and inference.  Through a text-based question, the student must search from his memory of the text to respond.  A summary type of question requires that the student construct meaning from memory or from review of the text.  Lastly, through inference questions, students construct connections between ideas, construct analogies, as well as apply text ideas to new situations.  She recommends that the teacher ask students questions of all three types to elicit all three types of thinking.  If a reader is capable of generating a summary or inference, then text-based questions should not be asked, but if the reader cannot construct meaning, then text-based questions can assist the student search for the information needed to summarize and to make inferences.

Walpole & McKenna (2007) describe how teachers can alter the levels of the questions they ask in order to model a thinking process.  The result is a “cluster of questions” that fits impeccably into a small-group discussion.  The goal of “question clusters” is to reach a higher level of comprehension, such as inference.  Question clusters will assist readers who have yet to develop adequate proficiency at monitoring their own comprehension.  These children read mostly for superficial information and are not in the habit of integrating or reflecting on this information.  Question clusters provide children with sensible modeling of how expert readers process text.  Over time, the objective is to make this strategic processing habitual.  The use of question clusters helps struggling readers see that meaning is built in their heads rather than found in the text (Walpole & McKenna, 2007).  

There are two different clusters of questions useful in attaining this goal.  First, the bottom-up cluster begins with one or more text-based questions and concludes with an inferential question.  Through this type of cluster, the students are led by the teacher through questions that are readily answerable from the text.  However, by the end of the questioning, the teacher is asking higher-level questions that build on the simpler, explicit questions.  A top-down cluster reverses the order of questions.  The teacher begins by asking the upper-level question, calling for an inference.  If the children cannot answer adequately, the teacher might decide to ask more text-based questions.  In a top-down cluster, the teacher wants to demonstrate how explicitly stated facts can be used to answer higher-level questions.  Once the simpler questions have been posed and answers discussed, the teacher returns to the original question.  One way a teacher knows if question clusters are helping her students improve their comprehension is because as children are growing more comfortable with using explicitly stated facts to generate inferences, they will be able to explain how they arrived at them.  Another way of determining whether children are grasping the thinking process involved is by noting their success in answering the inferential questions, both in top-down and bottom-up settings (Walpole & McKenna, 2007).  

Not only can think-alouds be utilized as an instructional strategy, but they can also be used as an assessment protocol.  Think-alouds portray the thought processes students use as they attempt to construct meaning.  Therefore, during a think-aloud, the reader explains her thought processes while reading a text.  Informal think-alouds can be incorporated into individual and small-group reading conferences and activities.  Think-alouds may also be expressed in writing.  In student’s journals, they can write about the difficulties they encountered in passages and describe processes they used to comprehend the selections (Gunning, 2004).  In class discussions, teachers can give students the opportunity to compare their thought processes and strategies with their peers (Brown & Lytle, 1988).

Retelling a story has the potential for supplying more information about a student’s comprehension than simply asking questions does (Gunning, 2004).  When a student retells a story, the teacher gains insight into the text they have constructed in their minds.  A retelling portrays how a student has mentally organized a selection and what information the student considers critical to remember.  Thus, the teacher is able to observe and analyze comprehension in action.  To elicit a retelling, the teacher should instruct the student that he or she will retell the story after it is read.  After the student reads the story, they begin to explain the story as if they were telling it to a person who had never read it.  When the student is finished, the teacher can then prompt the student to explain about certain things (Gunning, 2004; Jennings, Caldwell, & Lerner, 2010).  In addition to showing what the reader comprehended, a retelling portrays what the student added to and inferred from the text (Irwin & Mitchell, 1983).  As the student retells the selection, the teacher should record it on an audiocassette and make brief notes on the major events or ideas in the order in which the child relates them (Gunning, 2004).  Evidence suggests that students who retell stories improve their comprehension.  When teachers give students feedback about their retellings, improvement in comprehension increases, especially for elementary students (Jennings, Caldwell, & Lerner, 2010). 

Conclusion/Implications for Practice
Comprehension is the main purpose for reading (Gunning, 2004).  Comprehension can be defined broadly as the process of constructing a supportable understanding of a text.  Implicit in this definition are two important features of the comprehension process.  Both what the reader brings to the text and the ideas conveyed through the words printed in the text are important to the comprehension process (Neufield, 2005).  Duffy (2003) states that comprehension requires a reader to “engage in a cycle of predicting meaning based on prior knowledge, monitoring to see if that meaning results, revising ‘guesses’ about upcoming meaning while reading, reflecting on the significance of the message, and then repeating the cycle as new information is processed” (p. 65).  Teachers should utilize scaffolding because it invites students and teachers to collaborate as students become increasingly active readers and thinkers (Clark & Graves, 2005).  This paper illustrates not only why comprehension is important for students but also specific comprehension strategies to teach & utilize in the classroom for students with reading difficulties.  It is critical that educators select the best instructional framework for their students.  However, this paper illustrates several varying ways of organizing and teaching reading comprehension to struggling students.  All of these instructional methods have been researched and have proven to be effective in improving students’ reading comprehension.  It is very important to note that there are several different instructional comprehension strategies and that the ones mentioned in this paper illustrate a few of the programs that are available to teachers to help their students improve their comprehension abilities.  Achieving readers will often pick up strategies on their own; however, struggling readers have a greater need for structure and explicit instruction.  When explicitly taught strategies, struggling readers will typically comprehend as well as or better than average readers because they are purposefully utilizing particular instructional strategies to improve their comprehension of a text (Gunning, 2004).

References

Anderson, R.C., & Pearson, P.D. (1984). A schema-theoretic view of basic processes in reading. In P. D. Pearson (Ed.), Handbook of reading research, Vol. 1 (pp. 255-291). Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum.

Biemiller, A., & Siegel, L. (1997). A longitudinal study of the effects of the Bridge Reading Program for children at-risk for reading failure. Learning Disability Quarterly, 20, 83-92.

Block, C. C. (2004). Teaching comprehension: The comprehension process approach. Boston: Allyn & Bacon.

Block, C. C., & Israel, S. E. (2004). The ABCs of performing highly effective think-alouds. Reading Teacher, 58(2), 154-167.

Brown, C. S., & Lytle, S. L. (1988). Merging assessment and instruction: Protocols in the classroom. In S. M. Glazer, L. W. Searfoss, & L. M. Gentile (Eds.), Reexamining reading diagnosis: New trends and procedures (pp. 94-102). Newark, DE: International Reading Association.
Chard, D., Ketterlin-Geller, L., Baker, S., Doabler, C., & Apichatabutra, C. (2009).

Repeated Reading Interventions for Students With Learning Disabilities: Status of the Evidence. Exceptional Children, 75(3), 263-281.

Clark, K. F., & Graves, M. F. (2004). Scaffolding students' comprehension of text. Reading Teacher, 58, 570-580.

Clay, M. (2002). An observation survey: Of early literacy achievement (2nd ed). Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann.
Dole, J. A., Duff, G. G., Roehler, L. R., & Pearson, P. D. (1991). Moving from the old to the new: Research on reading comprehension instruction. Review of Educational Research, 61, 239-264.

Duke, N. K., & Pearson, P. D. (2002). Effective practices for developing reading comprehension. In A. E. Farstrup & S. J. Samuels (Eds.), What research has to say about reading instruction (3rd ed., pp. 205-242). Newark, DE: International Reading Association.

Duffy, G.G. (2002). The case for direct explanation of strategies. In C.C. Block & M. Pressley (Eds.), Comprehension instruction: Research-based best practices (pp. 28-41).

Duffy, G. G. (Eds.). (2003). Improving comprehension: 10 research-based principles: Work from the Center for the Improvement of Early Reading Achievement. Washington, DC: National Education Association.

Duffy, G.G., Roehler, L.R., Sivan, E., Rackliffe, G., Book, C., Meloth, M., et al. (1987). Effects of explaining the reasoning associated with using reading strategies. Reading Research Quarterly, 22, 347-368.

Gaskins, R. W. (1996). “That’s just how it was”: The effect of issue-related emotional involvement on reading comprehension. Reading Research Quarterly, 31, 386-405.

Gearheart, B. R., & Gearheart, C. J. (1989). Learning disabilities: Educational strategies. Fifth edition. Columbus, OH: Merrill Publishing Company. 

Gunning, T.G. (2004). Creating literacy: instruction for all children in grades pre-k to

4. New York, Pearson Education, Inc.

Hansen, J. (1981). The effects of inference training and practice on young children’s reading comprehension. Reading Research Quarterly, 28, 116-159.
Harris, T. L., & Hodges, R. E. (1995). The literacy dictionary: The vocabulary of reading and writing. Newark, DE: International Reading Association.

Irwin, P. A., & Mitchell, J. N. (1983). A procedure for assessing the richness of retellings. Journal of Reading, 26, 391-396.

Jennings, J. H., Caldwell, J. S., & Lerner, J. W. (2010). Reading problems: Assessment and Teaching Strategies. Sixth edition. New York: Allyn & Bacon. 

Keene, E. O., & Zimmermann, S. (1997). Mosaic of thought: Teaching comprehension in a reader’s workshop. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann.

Kim, A. H., Vaughan, S., Wanzek, J., & Wei, S. (2004). Graphic organizers and their effects on the reading comprehension of students with LD: A synthesis of research. Journal of Learning Disabilities, 37, 105-118.

Kintsch, E. (2005). Comprehension theory as a guide for the design of thoughtful questions. Topics in Language Disorders, 25, 51-64.

Lane, H. B., & Wright, T. L. (2007). Maximizing the effectiveness of reading aloud. The Reading Teacher, 60, 668-674.

Liang, L. A., & Dole, J. A. (2006). Help with teaching reading comprehension: Comprehension instructional frameworks. Reading Teacher, 59(8), 742-753. 
McMahon, S. I. (2008). Matching instructional strategies to facets of comprehension. Voices from the Middle, 15(4), 9-15.

McNamara, T. P., Miller, D. L., & Bransford, J. D. (1991). Mental models and reading comprehension.  In R. Barr, M. L. Kamil, P. Mosenthal, & P. D. Pearson (Eds.), Handbook of reading research (Vol. II, pp. 490-511). New York: Longman.
Meichebaum, D., & Asnarow, J. (1979). Cognitive behavior modification and metacognitive development: Implications for the classroom. In P. Kendall & S. Hollon (Eds.), Cognitive behavioral interventions: Theory research and procedures (pp. 11-35). New York: Academic Press.

Neufeld, P. (2005). Comprehension instruction in content area classes. Reading Teacher, 59(4), 302-312.  
Oster, L. (2001). Using the think-aloud for reading instruction. The Reading Teacher, 55, 65-69.

Palincsar, A.S., & Brown, A.L. (1989). Instruction for self-regulated learning. In L.B. Resnick & L.E. Klopfer (Eds.), Towards the thinking curriculum: Current cognitive research (pp. 19-39). Washington, DC: Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development.

Paris, S. & Oka, E. (1989). Strategies for comprehending text and coping with reading difficulties. Learning Disability Quarterly, 12, 32-42.

Paul, R. W. (1986). Dialogical thinking: Critical thought essential to the acquisition of rational knowledge and passions. In J. B. Baron & R. J. Sternberg (Eds.), Teaching thinking skills: Theory and practice (pp. 129-148). New York: Freeman.

Pearman, C. J. (2008). Independent reading of CD-ROM storybooks:  Measuring comprehension with oral retellings. Reading Teacher, 61(8), 594-602.

Pearson, P.D., & Fielding, L. (1991). Comprehension instruction. In R. Barr, M.L. Kamil, P.B. Mosenthal, & P.D. Pearson (Eds.), Handbook of reading research (Vol. 2, pp. 815-860). New York: Longman.

Pressley, M. (2000). What should comprehension instruction be the instruction of? In M.L. Kamil, P.B. Mosenthal, P.D. Pearson, & R. Barr (Eds.), Handbook of reading research (Vol. 3, pp.545-561). Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum.

Pressley, M., El-Dinary, P. B., Gaskins, J., Schuder, T., Bergman, J. L., Almasi, J., et al. (1992). Beyond direct explanation: Transactional instruction of reading comprehension strategies. The Elementary School Journal, 92, 513-555.

Rosenshine, B., & Meister, C., (1994). Reciprocal teaching: A review of the research. Review of Educational Research, 64, 479-530.

Schatzberg-Smith, K. (1989). Dialectic notes: Learner-driven interaction with text. Language Connections: A Newsletter of the Reading/Communication Resource Center. Hempstead, NY: Hofstra University.

Taylor, B. M., Pearson, P. D., Clark, K. F., & Walpole, S. (2000). Effective schools and accomplished teachers: Lessons about primary-grade reading instruction in low-income schools. Elementary School Journal, 101, 121-164.

Tierney, R.J., & Cunningham, J.W. (1984). Research on teaching reading comprehension. In P.D. Pearson, R. Barr, M.L. Kamil, & P. Mosenthal (Eds.), Handbook of reading research (Vol. 1, pp. 609-656). New York: Longman.

Vellutino, F. R. (2003). Individual differences as sources of variability in reading comprehension in elementary school children. In C. Snow & A. Sweet (Eds.), Rethinking, reading, comprehension (pp. 51-81). New York, NY: The Guilford Press.

Walpole, S. & McKenna, M. (2007). Differentiated reading instruction: Strategies for primary grades. NY, NY: The Guilford Press.

Walpole, S. & McKenna, M. (2009). How to plan differentiated reading instruction. New York, NY: The Guilford Press.

