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Executive Summary

The conventional wisdom among educators and literacy gurus is that reading comprehension
depends on the acquisition of isolatable, teachable, and generalizable skills. Consequently,
many elementary and middle school English classrooms follow the “reading workshop” model,
an approach to literacy instruction, with several variations that typically involve teachers
spending a few minutes modeling a supposedly important skill before sending students off to
practice by reading self-selected but appropriately “leveled” books.

This policy brief challenges that orthodoxy. It asserts that, once students have learned to
decode, reading books and other texts of any purported “level” with understanding depends
more on knowledge than skills and that successful knowledge building requires explicit,
carefully sequenced and paced, teacher-directed instruction across multiple subjects, including
but not limited to social studies, science, and literature.

Key questions

Q1: Does reading comprehension depend on acquiring a set of teachable skills?

Answer: Not really. While core “decoding” skills are clearly essential, comprehending decoded
text depends mostly on broad knowledge of the world.

Q2: Do students need practice with “just right” books?

Answer: Not for that purpose. In general, the difficulty of texts is less important than the
content students learn from them.

Q3: Does letting students choose the books they read foster the motivation necessary to
improve reading comprehension?

Answer: To a certain extent. But in the long run, giving students too much discretion will limit
their exposure to challenging texts and vital content knowledge.

Q4: Does extended literacy instruction enhance reading comprehension?

Answer: Potentially, assuming the additional time is not spent on independent reading. To
become strong readers, students need the background knowledge that comes from systematic
exposure to history, science, and other subjects.

The Bottom Line

Reading comprehension depends on the acquisition of decoding, vocabulary, and knowledge,
not “comprehension skills” as such. Yet the instructional practices and curricula that are the
foundation for many English classrooms assume otherwise. How to alter that situation for the
benefit of students is an important challenge for education leaders and policy makers.
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Recommendations
1. Include essential content in state standards in a coordinated way across multiple subjects.
2. Require the adoption and use of knowledge-rich curricula.

3. Ensure that state and local accountability systems incentivize the deployment and
consumption of knowledge-rich curricula.

4. Emphasize the importance of knowledge building in teacher preparation and
development.
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Think Again:
Should Elementary Schools Teach

Reading Comprehension?
Introduction

We tend to conceive of struggling readers as lacking basic decoding skills and phonemic
awareness, so busy stumbling over simple words that they can’t really attend to comprehension.
Yet for every kid who struggles to decode, there’s another who reads fluently but betrays a lack
of understanding.

As with most educational failures, this is partly about the adults. For decades, teachers of K-12
English and language arts have been taught that reading comprehension is a constellation of
teachable skills and that imparting those skills to students is the surest way to assure their
comprehension of whatever they read. Less-skilled readers fail to use strategies such as asking
guestions, monitoring comprehension, and making inferences, the thinking goes, so to help
them improve, teachers must model those skills and provide substantial time to practice them.
This approach is the basis for the ubiquitous “reader’s workshop” or “workshop model,” a varied
classroom model wherein a teacher typically spends a few minutes modeling a skill before
sending students off to read self-selected books independently, after which they may come
together in groups to discuss what they’ve read.>?

Yet, as explained below, this conception of reading is the product of flawed assumptions. To be
sure, students benefit from some instruction in comprehension skills and strategies. But in
practice, putting too much emphasis on these elements is counterproductive, especially insofar
as it leaves students without the knowledge they need to comprehend many of the texts they
will encounter.

Does reading comprehension depend on a set of teachable skills?

Not really. While core “decoding” skills are clearly essential, comprehending decoded text
depends mostly on broad knowledge of the world.

The prevailing view of reading comprehension began to form in the 1970s and 1980s, as
researchers investigated the cognitive processes that humans use to think. In the Handbook of
Research on Reading Comprehension, researchers Janice Dole, Jeffery Nokes, and Dina Drits
define cognitive skills and strategies as “mental routines or procedures for accomplishing
cognitive goals like solving a problem, studying for a test, or understanding what is being read.”3
Less-skilled readers lack these abilities, according to the authors, so teachers need to provide
“declarative knowledge” about what the strategies are and “procedural knowledge” about how
to apply them.*

This view reached its apotheosis in April 2000 when the National Reading Panel released its
report Teaching Children to Read. Formed in 1997 at the behest of Congress and housed in the
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National Institutes of Health, this panel of experts reviewed the research on literacy instruction
and produced an influential report on the importance of fluency, phonics, and vocabulary
instruction. On many of those fronts, the authors’ recommendations remain widely accepted
among reading experts. However, the section of the report that dealt with reading
comprehension was only partly right and led to dubious practices.

To address the research on reading comprehension, the panel reviewed 481 studies and
identified sixteen categories of comprehension instruction that had received scientific review,
including seven (in bold) that appeared to have “a firm scientific basis for concluding that they
improve comprehension in normal readers.”>

e Comprehension monitoring
e Cooperative learning

e Curriculum

e Graphic organizer

e Listening actively

e Mental imagery

e Mnemonic

e Multiple strategies

e Prior knowledge

e Psycholinguistic

e Question answering

e Question generation

e Story structure

e Summarization

e Teacher preparation

e Vocabulary comprehension

Per the list, countless studies have confirmed that strategies such as encouraging mental
imagery while reading, question asking, and story mapping improve subsequent reading
comprehension.”®”8 Yet what’s rarely asked is how much skills instruction is necessary, useful,
or effective. Like many medicines, reading strategies can be toxic when administered too
frequently or in excessive doses—in this case, because they crowd out beneficial opportunities
for students to learn content from text. And while the report acknowledges the importance of
“prior knowledge,” the focus on skills and strategies ultimately swamped this vital aspect of
literacy.

As early as the 90s, some researchers were noting important limitations in the research. For
example, one meta-analysis found that the effects of reading comprehension strategies were far
larger on researcher-designed assessments (which may be artificially aligned with the strategy)
than on standardized tests (where the effects were usually statistically insignificant).® Nor did it
seem to matter if teachers taught two, four, or ten comprehension strategies or if they
increased the dosage for specific strategies. In fact, some of the studies with the greatest
number of instructional sessions found null effects.
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None of these findings should surprise us. Cognitive scientist Daniel Willingham has likened
reading strategies to academic habits such as learning to “check your work” in math class.°
There’s not much to it once you’ve instilled the habit, so we shouldn’t expect increasing the
dosage to lead to greater returns.

More recent work also calls some of the early research into question. Several newer studies
have found that strategies, including comprehension monitoring, clarifying, predicting, making
connections, questioning, and summarizing, have null or very small effects on reading
comprehension on standardized tests.1%1%14 A 2019 meta-analysis also confirmed earlier
conclusions: some strategy instruction works, but effect sizes are nonsignificant on standardized
tests and most strategies require only brief instruction to accomplish what they can.*> And
another meta-analysis concluded that effects could be negative if strategy instruction wasn’t
paired with background knowledge instruction, which the authors defined as “teaching students
vocabulary and/or content knowledge” related to the text.!®

As that summary suggests, we must consider the opportunity cost of skills-based instruction.
Most educational programming is better than nothing, so the real question is whether a skills-
based approach to reading comprehension is better or worse than alternative approaches
and/or uses of elementary and middle school class time.

Famously, Professor E.D. Hirsch popularized a competing conception of reading
comprehension—namely, that reading depends on general knowledge of the world, rather than
abstract skills.*” Our ability to identify the main idea of a passage or make an inference, he
argued, depends on our knowledge of the topic that the passage is about, not our mastery of
those skills.

Perhaps the most famous piece of evidence for this knowledge-centered theory of reading
comprehension is the “Baseball Study,”*® in which researchers gave children whose reading level
and knowledge of the game varied an excerpt about baseball and then tested their
comprehension. Ultimately, a child’s knowledge of baseball, not their predetermined reading
ability, predicted their comprehension and recall of the story. Poor readers and good readers
with high knowledge of the game performed equally, as did both sets of readers with low
knowledge.

Since the Baseball Study was conducted, numerous other studies have confirmed that
knowledge of a topic has a huge effect on a reader’s ability to comprehend a text.”%2°
However, while there is a broad consensus among researchers that knowledge matters,
empirical research on the link between knowledge-based instruction and reading
comprehension is limited.?* As proponents of this approach have noted, it is inherently difficult
to study.?? After all, knowledge of the world comes from many places—and the knowledge that
school imparts is divided across multiple subjects, often taught by separate teachers—and it can
take years to build the broad knowledge required to understand even a simple newspaper
article.

Still, the research we do have is promising. For example, a recent meta-analysis of knowledge
building during elementary literacy instruction found a significant positive effect on vocabulary
and reading comprehension.?® Such content-based instruction can include the selection of texts
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for their subject content (e.g., Greek myths or historical fiction); reading nonfiction texts that
relate to a classroom novel (e.g., an article about life in Victorian England while reading A
Christmas Carol); discussions and activities that focus on what a text says rather than the
application of strategies; and explicit vocabulary instruction.

Of the handful of studies that have investigated the effects of knowledge-based pedagogies, the
most important is a six-year, small-scale, randomized-controlled trial that followed 2,300
students who applied for admission to Core Knowledge schools—a network of public charter
schools that emphasized a coherent, carefully sequence, and knowledge-rich curriculum—of
whom 700 were admitted via lottery.?* When the researchers compared the performance of
these students to the performance of students who didn’t gain admission, they found that
attending a Core Knowledge School effectively eliminated the socioeconomic achievement gap
in reading.

Other studies also suggest that a knowledge-based pedagogy can be effective. For example, in a
2009 study that split classrooms into three groups—a content-focused group, a skills-focused
group, and a basal reader group?>—students in the content group significantly outperformed
their peers on more open-ended recall tasks, providing both longer and more detailed
summaries. Although the study’s scope was limited to a single district (meaning its results don’t
necessarily generalize to other contexts), it is one of the few experiments to directly compare
the efficacy of skills- and content-based approaches.

Put simply, knowledge of the world, not generalizable reading comprehension skills, determines
reading ability. The average American reader would breeze through an article on baseball but
would likely struggle to comprehend a simple passage about cricket without prior exposure to
terms like “run chase” and “wicket.” Embedded within any newspaper is a vast amount of
assumed knowledge that journalists and op-ed writers take for granted—from the fall of the
Soviet Union to “1776.” But of course, students aren’t born with this knowledge, which is why
the most effective teachers build the capacity for reading comprehension by relentlessly
exposing students to content-rich texts rather than teaching “reading comprehension.”

Do students need practice with “just right” books?

Not for that purpose. In general, the difficulty of texts is less important than the content
students learn from them.

Traditionally, practitioners of the workshop model have divided texts into three levels:
independent (what students can read without help), instruction (accessible with support and
instruction), and frustration (so difficult that a student will struggle even with the help of a good
teacher). According to the model’s proponents, students need time practicing their
comprehension skills and strategies on “just right” books that are at their instructional level—
that is, books that are neither too hard nor too easy. In practice, this means that many
students—in some schools, most students—are taught with below-grade-level texts that expose
them to easier language and different content.
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There are several systems for predicting how hard texts may be based on sentence structure
and vocabulary, Lexile and Guided Reading Level being among the most common. To determine
a student’s score, teachers mark errors as students read aloud and then answer basic
comprehension questions. Typically, students are assigned to read texts that supposedly match
their reading levels. The most popular curricula actively encourage teachers to organize their
classroom resources or even the classroom library by supposed textual difficulty.26”

Matching textual difficulty to a student’s competency makes intuitive sense; high schoolers
need more than Dr. Seuss, and first graders needn’t struggle through Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales
in the original Middle English. Still, such leveling shouldn’t be taken too literally, especially if
reading comprehension mostly depends on knowledge of specific topics as opposed to some
generalizable and measurable “skill.”

Reading researcher Timothy Shanahan, one of the experts on the National Reading Panel, has
traced the genesis of text leveling to a researcher named Emmet Betts and his graduate student
P.A. Killgalon, who determined that students who could accurately read 95 percent of the words
in a passage could answer the majority of comprehension questions.?® Unsurprisingly, higher
rates of inaccuracy were associated with a breakdown in comprehension. However, at no point
did the researchers posit that teaching students at particular levels was beneficial. Rather, it was
literacy gurus Irene Fountas and Gay Su Pinnell who popularized text leveling with their Guided
Reading curriculum, along with fellow guru Lucy Calkins, who stressed the importance of moving
students “up levels of text complexity by providing them with lots of just-right, high-interest
texts and the time to read them.”?

Ultimately, there is little research to support this approach. For example, to defend the use of
text leveling, Calkins’ Reading and Writing Workshop site invokes a research review from
professor Richard Allington, but the evidence Allington cites is a series of correlational studies
from the 1970s and 80s.3%3! For example, Allington cites a 1979 study by Linda M. Anderson,
Carolyn M. Evertson, and Jere E. Brophy as evidence that students need lots of practice reading
with minimal errors.3? But in addition to being fundamentally correlational, the study only
mentions reading out loud in group scenarios.?? To conclude that students benefit from text
leveling based on such paltry evidence borders on malpractice.

If anything, more recent and rigorous research that investigates text leveling—including several
randomized controlled trials—demonstrates the benefits of challenging texts. For example, an
interesting cluster of studies that examined “dyad reading,” where teachers pair weak readers
with strong readers, found that “students progressed more quickly by reading frustration-level
materials.”**** Similarly, one (admittedly short-term) study found that students benefited from
reading instruction-level texts (i.e. texts that were supposedly too challenging) with supports
such as partners or pretaught story diagrams instead of independent level texts alone.3® Finally,
one meta-analysis that examined text difficulty as it pertains to fluency—a precursor to
comprehension—concluded that “our best guess is that more difficult materials would lead to
greater gains in achievement.”%’

In fact, research suggests that other considerations matter more than textual difficulty. For
example, one study found that students who were exposed to a sequenced, knowledge-centric
curriculum that used challenging texts saw larger gains in fluency and comprehension than
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students who were exposed to a skills-centric curriculum that emphasized practicing reading
comprehension strategies on leveled texts.* In another experiment, researchers asked students
to read six texts that cohered around one idea (e.g., “birds”) or a collection of disparate topics.
In their words, “Results revealed that students who read the conceptually coherent texts
demonstrated more knowledge of the concepts in their texts, more knowledge of the target
words in their texts, and had better recall of the novel text compared to students who read
unrelated texts.”3° Other studies have confirmed this finding.*°

As these examples suggest, a careful reading of the research suggests that text leveling is less
important and effective than constructing a coherent instructional sequence that exposes
students to a thoughtful variety of genres and related topics. In other words, rather than
obsessing over textual difficulty, educators might better serve students by asking themselves
other questions. For example, does our curriculum expose children to topics they might not
encounter outside of school? Does it offer opportunities to discuss related historical events?
Does it include significant works of literature or nonfiction that are important for understanding
modern society?

Does letting students choose the books they read foster the motivation
necessary to improve their reading comprehension?

To a certain extent, but in the long run, giving students too much discretion will limit their
exposure to challenging texts and necessary content knowledge.

Proponents of the workshop model often claim that letting students choose the books they read
will make them more motivated readers, increase the amount of time they spend reading, and
improve their literacy.** However, embedded within this seemingly plausible theory are at least
two assumptions that deserve closer examination: first, that motivation drives achievement, and
second, that letting students choose books is the most effective way to motivate them.

Start with the first assumption. Although it’s certainly plausible that motivation boosts
achievement, it’s equally plausible that high achievement is motivating. After all, we tend to
enjoy what we’re good at (and be frustrated by activities that make us feel incompetent). In
fact, there is some evidence for this view, at least in mathematics, where two longitudinal
studies have found that achievement in early grades predicted motivation in later grades, but
early motivation did not predict subsequent achievement.*?* In reading, the research is less
conclusive. One study found that the relationship between motivation and self-efficacy was
reciprocal.** Another study drew the same conclusion but found that self-efficacy had a stronger
effect on motivation than vice versa.* In other words, there is little evidence that motivation
boosts achievement and at least some evidence that achievement boosts motivation.

The second contention, that unfettered choice is the best means to foster motivation, is equally
suspect. After all, there are plenty of other mechanisms teachers can employ to improve
motivation, from extrinsic motivators such as grades, to the sense of community that comes
from shared reading, to connections to students’ personal experiences, and to the use of
inherently interesting books.* Perhaps a shared reading of a classic work with an impassioned
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teacher, engaged classmates, and thoughtfully designed final projects is more motivating than
reading a self-selected book in a lonely corner.

Regardless, many studies that ostensibly interrogate the effect of choice on motivation have
designs that preclude sweeping conclusions.*’ For example, in one study about the role of
student choice during free-reading time, half of participants got their top-ranked book and the
other half their bottom choice.* But of course, being assigned a text that you have consciously
ranked last is demotivating and differs fundamentally from being asked to read a teacher-
selected text about which you haven’t expressed a preference. In another study, the reading of
self-selected books was accompanied by the renovation of classrooms and libraries, making it
impossible to determine the causative factor.*

The link between choice and achievement is even weaker than the link between choice and
motivation. For example, one study found a positive relationship between students’ self-
reported choice of books and their scores on the Progress in International Reading Literacy
Study (an international, standardized reading assessment), but the authors could not determine
if choice caused reading achievement or if the two were merely correlated.>® Notably, several
studies that have looked at the impact of giving students choice over other instructional tasks,
such as which math problems to complete or vocabulary words to learn, have found null to
slightly negative effects.%->%>3

As these studies suggest, choice is one of several strategies that can increase motivation;
however, it is less clear that it improves achievement, and there is reason to suspect that too
much choice can be a barrier to progress. Left to his or her own devices, a student may flip
through graphic novels or books about football, thus encountering neither the challenge nor the
unfamiliar content required for growing knowledge—and, thus, literacy. Furthermore, it should
be obvious that teachers can harness the motivational effects of choice without the academic
tradeoffs. For example, one small-scale study found that students performed better on end-of-
unit tests when given their choice of preapproved homework options.>*

In short, effective teachers harness the motivational effects of choice by giving students some
control over where they sit, how they spend their class time, and which book they read next, but
it doesn’t follow that reading teachers should give their students carte blanche.

Does extended literacy instruction enhance reading comprehension?

Potentially, assuming the additional time is not spent on independent reading. To become
strong readers, students need the background knowledge that comes from systematic
exposure to history, science, and other subjects.

American elementary students spend more time in English language arts than in any other
subject—about twice as much as they spend on math, up to four times as much time as they
spend on social studies or science,* and upwards of 40 percent of their total class time.*® In
theory, a strong focus on ELA instruction at the elementary level could be a good thing. Yet in
practice, much of the typical literacy block is spent reading independently. This activity has
many names—Sustained Silent Reading (SSR), Drop Everything And Read (DEAR), Silent Quiet
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Uninterrupted Independent Reading Time (SQUIRT)—but regardless of what it is called, it’s not
clear that it is a good use of class time.

Since 1980, there have been eleven separate meta-analyses on silent reading.>” A 2002 meta-
analysis is emblematic: Effects are positive, according to the authors, but small compared to
interventions such as phonics, vocabulary instruction, or repeated readings.>®>° In 2000, the
National Reading Panel concluded that research had “not yet demonstrated” that independent
reading benefited students “in a clear and convincing manner.”®° Similarly, a 2021 review found
“no meaningful beneficial effects of independent reading on reading outcomes.” %!

The emphasis on silent reading makes sense if you believe that reading comprehension depends
on a set of generalizable skills taught in mini lessons that students can then practice
independently. Yet anyone with a knowledge-centric understanding of reading
comprehension—that content knowledge, not skills, supports understanding—should have
concerns. No doubt, independent reading provides some benefit (almost anything is better than
nothing), but explicit, teacher-led, content-centered instruction might improve reading
comprehension more. A student who spends hours reading “just-right” books of their choosing
will not necessarily acquire the knowledge of science, social studies, art, and music that
competent readers possess, particularly if he or she is not exposed to these things at home.

Research on the impacts of social studies and science classes supports this intuition. For
example, a nationally representative study by Fordham’s Adam Tyner and early childhood
researcher Sarah Kabourek found that “students who receive an additional thirty minutes of
social studies instruction per day . . . outperform[ed] students with less social studies time by 15
percent of a standard deviation on the fifth-grade reading assessment”®? (notably, effects were
particularly strong for girls and students from low-income and non-English-speaking homes).

Several smaller randomized-controlled trials dovetail with Tyner and Kabourek’s conclusions.
For example, in one study, elementary students who were randomly assigned additional class
time that focused on science and social studies content showed improvement in both these
subjects and “reading comprehension.”®® Other studies that have focused on the effects of
additional science instruction have found similar results.5465

Such research tracks with what we know about reading comprehension. Just about any student
could decode the words “Berlin Wall.” But to grasp their full import, a student would need a
knowledge of basic geography (where is Berlin?), history (why was the Berlin wall built?), and
political philosophy (what qualities of the Communist regime caused people to flee from East to
West?). More time in social studies and other subjects—and an English class that makes the
most of its time—is a plausible way of acquiring such knowledge.
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Recommendations

1. Include essential content in state standards in a coordinated way across multiple
subjects.

Currently, many state standards are little more than a list of vacuous skills. For example, ELA
students in Kansas are to “read and comprehend high-quality literary text,” but there is no
discussion of which texts should be read at what grade level.®” Given the importance of content
knowledge, a better approach would be to specify the movements and literary periods (e.g.,
classical myths and American slave narratives) that all students in a particular grade level should
cover or provide a list of specific texts from which teachers or districts can choose.®® Ideally,
states would also coordinate and thereby reinforce content across multiple subjects—for
example, by reading a novel set during the industrial revolution while students learn about that
same period in their social studies class.

2. Require the adoption and use of knowledge-rich curricula.

Many states now require districts to adopt K—3 curricula that align with the science of reading,
but too often these requirements focus exclusively on phonics while neglecting content
knowledge. What’s more, the dearth of essential content is not necessarily confined to the early
grades. In many states, the work of ensuring the quality of curriculum falls to districts. Still,
nineteen states and the District of Columbia already prescribe textbooks at the state level, and
those same agencies could theoretically approve curricula that promote a knowledge-centric
understanding of reading comprehension. In the states where districts choose their curricular
materials, the Knowledge Matters Campaign has begun reviewing and approving knowledge-rich
curricula to provide much-needed guidance to both state and local education agencies.

3. Ensure that state and local accountability systems incentivize the deployment and
consumption of knowledge-rich curricula.

Although they are often accused of narrowing the curriculum, standardized tests could be part of
the solution. For example, there is no law that prevents states from embedding essential
content in ELA tests—second-grade tests could include passages about ancient civilizations, for
example—to incentivize ELA teachers to cover certain topics. And, in fact, Louisiana has
partnered with Great Minds, NWEA, and other organizations to develop and pilot such tests.”
Alternatively, separate standardized tests in other subjects could directly measure historical,
civic, and scientific knowledge. For example, most states already test elementary and/or middle
school students in science, and about a dozen test them in social studies.”>’? Ideally, every state
would do so.

4. Emphasize the importance of knowledge building in teacher preparation and
development.

Many states now require that teachers learn the “science of reading” in both university teacher
prep programs and district-level teacher professional development. Yet if such requirements
focus solely on phonics and phonemic awareness, they'll fail to teach educators the full account
of how children learn to read and comprehend.”® Moving forward, such mandates must include a
cogent account of the importance of knowledge to reading comprehension, and those charged
with preparing in-service educators must teach them accordingly.
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