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SUMMARY  
This review was commissioned by the New Zealand (NZ) Ministry of Education. Our 

brief was to provide a systematic review of rigorous quantitative, qualitative and 

mixed-method studies that have demonstrated improved outcomes in reading for 

understanding and were particularly effective for underserved groups of students 

including Māori, Pacific, English Language Learners and neuro diverse learners. We 

were asked to also give weight to approaches that were effective in developing 

reading comprehension and which also fostered engagement, well-being, 

metacognition and self-efficacy. We were asked to focus most on literature from the 

past 15 years and to prioritise research from New Zealand, particularly research by 

and about Māori. We were also asked about the current state of NZ teachers’ 

knowledge and practices with respect to reading comprehension instruction.  

Our approach to the review is explained in detail in the appendix. In brief, our 

search process had three main steps. We began by searching for and reviewing 

important and recent conceptual and theoretical reviews about reading 

comprehension and the effective teaching of it. This was important to identify 

themes and key approaches in the field, which, in turn, were important in guiding 

our next searches. We then identified 241 meta-analyses through our key word 

searches. The final number of meta-analyses included after a series of applications 

of our inclusion and exclusion criteria was 32. Another search was conducted using 

a similar approach to identify other syntheses of studies of interventions with 

demonstrably positive effects on reading comprehension, such as best evidence 

syntheses. The final number of syntheses was 49. We summarised the meta-

analyses and syntheses in the tables in the appendix and used information from 

these alongside material from the conceptual review to group principles and 

practices. Alongside this, we conducted further searches to find New Zealand 

studies including databases such as the NZCER database and NZ research.org.nz 

(which includes theses as well as peer reviewed articles) as well as hand searches 

of all TLRI-funded studies in the time period and issues of Literacy Forum, the 

journal of NZ’s branch of the International Literacy Association.  

We did not include studies that improved outcomes such as word reading or fluency 

unless they also included a measure of reading comprehension. Similarly, we did 

not include studies where outcomes such as enjoyment, motivation or well-being 

were reported, unless those studies also reported comprehension outcomes.  
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KEY FINDINGS 
The conceptual and empirical evidence from this review suggests that: 

BUILDING THE FOUNDATIONS 
1. Word reading is essential for reading comprehension, and reading fluency is 

critically important. 

2. Reading should be framed as a meaning-making activity from the time that 

children first engage with texts. Comprehension instruction should begin 

early.  

3. Struggling readers in Year 4 to 8, whose comprehension issues are related to 

problems with word reading, may benefit from targeted interventions that 

address word reading (e.g. through systematic phonics instruction) and may 

require specialist interventions.  

4. For the majority of Year 4 to 8 students, the most effective instruction will be 

that which focuses directly on improving reading comprehension and 

motivation, rather than on the foundational aspects of reading. 

5. Students whose comprehension issues are not due to word reading issues 

will not benefit (much or at all) from word reading interventions. But they 

may benefit from fluency instruction as well as comprehension instruction, 

particularly if that instruction includes a focus on prosody (reading with 

expression).  

PRINCIPLES FOR EFFECTIVE COMPREHENSION INSTRUCTION 
6. Comprehension instruction (and all instruction) will be effective when it is 

culturally and linguistically sustaining. 

7. Reading motivation can be developed through approaches that: frame 

reading as being in service of relevant, meaningful and purposeful goals; 

engage students in open and challenging tasks; provide students with 

choices; support students to earn and experience success in reading; 

encourage collaboration and co-operation; where the rewards for reading are 

the act of reading itself, the achievement of goals through reading, or other 

rewards very proximal to reading; and where students are supported to self-

regulate and develop productive conceptions of themselves as readers, and 

of reading comprehension as something they can achieve through active 

engagement. 

8. Attending to motivational aspects of reading contributes to improved reading 

comprehension. Improved comprehension, in turn, contributes to increased 

reading motivation. 

9. Texts should be at the heart of comprehension instruction and students need 

opportunities to read a wide variety of texts (digital, print, narrative, literary, 

expository) for a wide variety of purposes (enjoyment, literary appreciation, 

content learning in subjects) and to learn about those texts and about 

comprehension in the context of purposeful engagement with those texts. 

10.Summer reading programmes that promote leisure-related reading and 

writing activities over summer have been demonstrated to increase reading 
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comprehension and writing achievement of children from poorer communities 

in NZ. 

11.Integrating content-learning and reading comprehension instruction can have 

positive effects for content-learning, reading comprehension, and reading 

motivation. 

PRACTICES OF EFFECTIVE COMPREHENSION INSTRUCTION 
12.Students’ ability to comprehend a text is affected by the knowledge they 

bring to the text, including their knowledge about the text (e.g. structure, 

genre), topic knowledge, domain knowledge, general world knowledge and 

cultural knowledge. Building students’ knowledge (e.g. by using texts linked 

around a particular theme or concept) can increase students’ comprehension 

of those texts and their motivation to read. In turn, students’ knowledge 

increases as existing information is integrated with information in the text to 

form a new situation model, which is the definition of comprehension, which 

is the definition of learning. 

13.Students’ ability to comprehend a text is enhanced with even minimal 

attention to pre-teaching of new words. Teaching words has positive effects 

on students’ ability to comprehend texts that include those words. 

14.Students’ ability to learn new knowledge about text structures and 

comprehension strategies is enhanced when they have knowledge and 

vocabulary relevant to those texts. 

15.Activating prior knowledge before reading can increase students’ ability to 

comprehend that text – but only if that prior knowledge is accurate and 

relevant to the deeper ideas within that text. 

16.Developing students’ knowledge of common text structures (e.g. narrative, 

cause-and-effect) and text features (e.g. hyperlinks, typographic features) 

can have a positive effect on comprehension. This is particularly true for 

struggling readers, English Language Learners and neuro diverse learners. 

17.Supporting students to use structural features of texts (such as headings, 

sub-headings and topic sentences) to read and summarise texts can improve 

their motivation to read and ability to comprehend those texts. This is 

particularly true for struggling readers, English Language Learners and neuro 

diverse learners. 

18.There is strong evidence for the value of developing students’ ability to use 

comprehension monitoring and “fix up” strategies through a gradual release 

of responsibility model. This is particularly true for struggling readers, English 

Language Learners and neuro diverse learners.  

19.There is strong evidence in favouring of integrating reading and writing 

instruction; linking writing with reading has benefits for both reading and 

writing. 

20.Comprehension can be enhanced by open-ended classroom discussions that 

promote deep engagement with texts and are characterised by features 

including authentic open questions about ‘big ideas’, uptake whereby 
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teachers and other students incorporate and build on ideas and teacher 

prompts for elaboration. 

21. The potential of any of these practices to be effective depends, largely, on 

teachers having deep conditional knowledge, as well as declarative and 

procedural knowledge, of the approaches. 

THE STATE OF RESEARCH ABOUT READING COMPREHENSION IN 
NZ 

22.There is little research or public information available that lets us know in 

detail about national patterns of reading comprehension or reading 

motivation. 

23.There is even less research or public information available that lets us know 

in detail about current patterns of teacher knowledge or practice with respect 

to reading comprehension instruction. 

24.There is a large body of excellent NZ research about effective teaching for 

Māori students, Pacific students, English Language Learners in general but 

very little that is focused specifically on reading comprehension instruction in 

Years 4 to 8. 

25.There is a large body of excellent NZ research about effective teacher 

professional learning and development, and school improvement. Although 

these published studies have commonly used reading comprehension as an 

outcome measure, they do not often shed much light on exactly what 

changed at a classroom level. 

26.There are very few studies of reading comprehension interventions in NZ 

Year 4 to 8 classrooms that are robust enough to show what works and for 

whom. 

27.Some approaches, such as developing reading comprehension through 

participation in drama and other arts activities seem in theory to have 

potential to be effective (with the proviso that students engage deeply with 

written text). However, we could not locate any studies that demonstrated 

positive outcomes for comprehension. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

ADDRESSING RESEARCH AND KNOWLEDGE GAPS 
The review that follows highlights some shortfalls in our current research and 

knowledge. These gaps hinder our collective ability to design an effective system-

level response to problems with reading comprehension in NZ, specifically our long-

standing failure to achieve equitable reading outcomes for under-served groups of 

students, and our worsening performance in international comparisons of reading 

comprehension. Firstly, we need much more detailed and nuanced information 

about patterns of students’ reading comprehension at different year levels. It would 

be good to know for starters what proportion of students at each of the year levels 

still have issues with word reading and/or speed and accuracy (reading rate) and/or 
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prosody. Any resources and support for teachers with respect to issues like these 

need to be based on an understanding of how wide-spread the issue is – so we 

know what to prioritise and whether the focus should be in the context of regular 

classroom instruction (if it is widespread) or a specialist intervention only.  

We know even less about patterns of achievement relative to higher order 

objectives such as critical literacy, multi-text comprehension and critical thinking. 

To design an effective system response to the problem of reading comprehension, 

we need better data at a national level – so we really understand the problems we 

are setting out to solve. This may require development of new tools (e.g. no tools 

currently assess multiple-text comprehension) but also better coordination and 

analysis of the existing information.  

Secondly, we need to know much more about patterns of teaching across the 

nation. The design of new teacher support materials and professional learning and 

development opportunities will not be effective if it is based on guesswork or 

assumptions about current patterns of teaching and teacher knowledge. The 

information about strategy instruction in NZ classrooms, for example, is very 

patchy and not at all from representative sources. We simply don’t know how much 

strategy instruction goes on in classrooms, what the nature or quality of that 

instruction is, or how well tailored it is to the students who would benefit from it 

most. The Ministry of Education might explore ways of systematically collecting and 

collating information from people who are regularly in NZ classrooms such as 

Education Review Office (ERO) reviewers, professional developers, and Resource 

Teachers of Literacy. Interestingly, ERO to our knowledge, has not published a 

report outlining patterns of reading comprehension instruction, as they have done 

for other aspects of the curriculum such as science.  

Thirdly, we need to know what really makes a difference for the comprehension of 

NZ students, particularly those students from underserved groups. NZ has an 

excellent body of reading-focused research about how to effect school improvement 

(e.g. Lai, 2020; Parr, 2006; Timperley, 2007) but we really do not know much 

about what works at the classroom level. In this review, despite extensive 

searching, we found very few studies of interventions or approaches to improve 

reading comprehension that use robust designs which could tell us whether those 

approaches are effective, to what extent, and for whom. This is not a critique of 

case studies or other qualitative designs – these are invaluable for identifying 

promising practices and understanding why they work, and many of the most 

effective approaches outlined in this review had their roots in small qualitative 

studies. Appropriate designs for showing effectiveness include experimental, quasi-

experimental and single-case designs, of which we found very few NZ examples, 

and the ones we did were more focused on school improvement processes than 

they were on classroom practices per se. Such studies would use some repeated 

measure of reading comprehension but this would not necessarily have to be a 

standardised tool if the construct of reading assessed by those does not fit the 

researcher’s theory of action; many of the quantitative studies included in this 
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review used researcher-designed measures of comprehension. Without such studies 

from NZ, we are overly dependent, as we were in this review, on studies from 

overseas, particularly from the US. The approaches that were effective there may 

not be as effective in our context, or may need substantial adaptation to the NZ 

context, and certainly can’t let us know, convincingly enough, what is most 

effective for Māori learners in English-medium schools, specifically in the context of 

reading comprehension. 

DEVELOPING TEACHER EXPERTISE 
If there is one single overriding conclusion we can draw from this review about the 

effective teaching of reading comprehension it is that it requires very high levels of 

teacher expertise. NZ teachers have more autonomy than teachers in most 

jurisdictions internationally and this is an enormous responsibility as well as an 

opportunity. Our teachers need and deserve the highest quality opportunities to 

develop pedagogical content knowledge about reading comprehension in initial 

teacher education and through ongoing professional learning and development 

opportunities. They need access to high quality information about their students 

and access to high-quality teacher support materials. The Ministry may wish to 

commission an evaluation of the current model of teacher professional learning 

development to see if it really is the most effective way to facilitate deep change 

needed in reading comprehension and more generally.  

We recommend that teachers receive ongoing support about how to teach reading 

in culturally sustaining ways that value and help build students’ knowledge, 

including their linguistic and cultural knowledge.  

We recommend that teachers have opportunities to develop stronger theoretically 

informed understandings of reading motivation and engagement. We recommend 

that all reading comprehension instruction is designed with cognisance of the 

central importance of motivation as a contributor to and product of reading 

comprehension. The evidence about key enablers of motivation to read is strong: 

purposeful reading, supporting success, providing open and challenging tasks, 

student choice and collaboration. 

SUPPORTING SHIFTS AT THE CLASSROOM LEVEL 
We need to maximise opportunities in the school day for students to read and to 

experience high quality, engaging reading instruction. We do not have robust-

enough data about instructional time for reading at a national level (let alone the 

nature of that instruction), but it would seem there is room for improvement. In 

particular, there is an opportunity to increase the amount of reading, and learning 

about reading, within the context of learning areas other than English. This doesn’t 

mean that students should only or mainly learn about science through reading, for 

example, but it seems likely that there is space for them to do this more than they 

do currently. Evidence studies in this review suggest that integrating reading and 

content learning can have positive effects on both these, and on motivation. So, 

that’s a potential win-win-win situation. 
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There was compelling evidence from the review that instruction about text 

structures and about comprehension strategies can be highly effective for students 

who struggle with reading in English for a wide variety of reasons. We recommend 

that high quality instruction about text structures and comprehension strategies is 

tailored to identified need, with the minimal level of support needed, using a 

Gradual Release of Responsibility model, and in the context of purposeful reading. 

It is important that teachers are aware of and minimise the risks of 

“proceduralisation”. One of the risks of strategy instruction for example is that the 

strategies become the focus rather than the ideas in the text. It is important then 

the products of comprehension are emphasised more than the processes of 

comprehension. When students learn about text structures and strategies in the 

context of extended or connected texts, that instruction can be more purposeful 

and therefore more motivating. Furthermore, the evidence shows that learning of 

strategies is enhanced when the reader has knowledge about the topic of the text, 

presumably because they can dedicate more of their attention to learning the new 

strategy. 

There is some evidence that the texts NZ students engage with in targeted small 

group reading sessions tend to be from instructional series (e.g. School Journals, 

Connected), and these are more often narrative texts than expository texts. We 

recommend that teachers consider incorporating a wider range of texts and genres, 

including digital texts, as focus texts in small group reading sessions. These texts 

should progressively include those with ‘unpredictable’ as well as ‘predictable’ 

structures and features to build students’ strategies and resilience to cope with 

imperfect, real-world texts. We recommend the use of extended texts and texts 

that are connected by a ‘big idea’ as contexts for targeted reading instruction.  

We recommend teachers and students are supported to engage in rich, dialogic 

discussions about text. 

Local evidence suggests that engaging students from economically-disadvantage 

communities in leisure-focused summer reading and writing programmes can 

increase students’ reading and writing achievement over the summer break. This is 

important because, although NZ students’ scores don’t tend to drop over summer, 

they do tend to make less gains than others, meaning that even when gaps close 

due to quality instruction for struggling readers during the school year, some of the 

benefits of effective teaching are eroded over summer. 

We recommend teachers are supported to put more focus on high level reading 

aspects, particularly critical literacy, disciplinary literacy, text-based argumentation, 

and multiple text comprehension. 

We recommend that reading instruction in the early years emphasises reading as 

being primarily a meaning-making activity at the same time as foundational skills 

and knowledge are developed. We recommend further that teachers, of all year 

levels, have access to effective screening tools that can identify the sources of 

students’ comprehension issues, as well as specialised support to help them 
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address identified needs such as those relating to phonological knowledge. Another 

important role of screening will be to ensure that foundational-focused interventions 

are provided only used for Year 4-8 students with gaps in their foundational 

knowledge and skills. 
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TEACHING READING FOR UNDERSTANDING IN 
YEARS 4-8: A LITERATURE REVIEW 

1. WHAT IS READING COMPREHENSION? 
We begin by providing a theoretical perspective on reading comprehension. We do 

this because we view teachers as adaptive experts rather than skilled technicians. 

To be an adaptive expert, a teacher needs to have theoretical understandings of the 

constructs they are striving to improve (Darling-Hammond & Bransford, 2005; 

McNaughton, 2002; Shulman, 1986).  Expert teachers have an overall schema that 

guides how literacy problems are represented and understood; their knowledge is 

not simply a list of facts related to their domain but is organised around core 

concepts or big ideas (Bransford, Brown, & Cocking, 2000).  

We think it is important that teachers and students understand reading 

comprehension as being both a psychological and social process. Having some 

understanding of theories about what reading comprehension entails can shape 

efforts to read, learn and teach to comprehend. Reading comprehension is the 

process of simultaneously extracting and constructing meaning through interaction 

and involvement with written language (Snow, 2002). It is an active, constructive, 

meaning-making process (Kintsch, 2018; Singer & Alexander, 2017b; Snow, 2002) 

in which the reader, the text, the activity and the sociocultural context all play 

central roles. These four aspects are all inter-related and changes in any one affect 

the meaning the reader constructs (Snow, 2002). Reading and learning to read 

always takes place in a particular context situated within a broader sociocultural 

context and within this review we will focus on the relationship between all these 

factors. But is important first to consider what reading comprehension is and what 

goes on in the heads of readers. 

There are different psychological models of comprehension but Kintsch’s (1998, 

2004) Construction–Integration Model is recognized as one of the most complete 

and fully developed (Duke & Pearson, 2009), and is probably the most cited 

(Cervetti & Wright, 2020; Paris & Hamilton, 2014; Singer & Alexander, 2017b). The 

New Zealand Curriculum (Ministry of Education, 2007) characterisation of reading 

comprehension as “meaning making” is consistent with the perspective of those like 

Kintsch who see reading comprehension as an active, constructive, meaning-

making process. 

According to this model, when we read, we construct a mental representation of 

what the text means and integrate information from that representation with our 

existing stores of knowledge. The product of that construction and integration is 

new learning; when we comprehend a text, we know more after reading than we 

did before. Comprehension in this model involves the text base and a situation 

model.  
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The text base that readers construct is a representation of the words and ideas and 

their interrelations. We draw on the text base to get key ideas from the text into 

our working memory. Constructing a satisfactory text base depends on accurately 

interpreting what the text says. Take this short text for example: “Ritesh was 

hungry. He made a broccoli and grapefruit salad.” Constructing the text base for 

this text depends on literal understandings of the words and sentences but also, 

even at this level, at least two local inferences.  The first type of inference needed 

is a text connecting or cohesive inference known as anaphor resolution where the 

reader needs to infer that the pronoun “he” in the second sentence is the same 

person as “Ritesh” in the first sentence. The reader also must infer that the reason 

he made a salad is that he was hungry. This is known as a necessary gap-filling 

inference (Cain and Oakhill 1999; Kispal 2008) because the reader needs to go 

beyond the text and draw on prior experience or background knowledge to 

understand what the text says. The situation model is the mental representation we 

make by integrating the text base with relevant relevant stores of knowledge in our 

long-term memory (the knowledge base) to form a more complete understanding 

of the text (the situation model). This relies on another type of gap-filling inference, 

known as an elaborative inference. Unlike, necessary gap-filling inferences, 

elaborative gap-filling inferences are not necessary to comprehend a text, but they 

may make reading a richer experience and result in a more complete situation 

model. For example, a reader might infer that Ritesh is health-conscious and at 

least semi-capable in the kitchen, or that Ritesh has rather eccentric tastes in food 

(Hall, 2016). Whereas inferencing (or inferring) is sometimes framed as a 

comprehension strategy, given Kintsch’s model, it is really more appropriate to 

think of inferencing as being synonymous with comprehension; we use strategies to 

make inferences.  

Constructing a situation model is central to reading comprehension and is what 

allows readers to integrate what they already know with what they read in order to 

construct new knowledge. A good situation model has to be consistent with the text 

base and correspond with relevant prior knowledge as to how the world works. The 

new knowledge that comes from comprehension, in turn, supplements, changes or 

replaces the existing knowledge structures in long-term memory. Reading 

comprehension and knowledge are reciprocal as knowledge supports 

comprehension and comprehension builds new knowledge. Comprehension then is 

learning. We address the importance of knowledge, including cultural knowledge, as 

a contributor to and a product of comprehension in later sections. 

Reading clearly involves “in-the-head” thinking processes but this thinking does not 

take place in a vacuum; readers, authors and texts are always situated within 

contextual layers of social and power relationships, and the histories, values, and 

attitudes associated with those (Snow, 2002). Although reading is often thought of 

as a solitary (even an anti-social!) undertaking, it is an inherently social one. 

Readers are individuals and cultural beings who have specific goals, experiences 

and levels of achievement (Kamil, Pearson, Moje, & Afflerbach, 2011, p. xix). Texts 
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are always created, and read, by people in particular social contexts for particular 

social purposes.  

The activities readers engage in within contexts also affect meaning-making. 

Activities in this sense include the purposes one has for reading, the processes 

employed while reading, and the consequences of reading. Reading by a licenced 

driver (reader) that involves skimming the Road Code (process) to settle an 

argument with a friend (context) about the speed limit outside a school (purpose) is 

quite different from an adolescent closely reading the Road Code in order to pass 

the theory test needed to gain a driving licence.  

The extent to which readers are able to effectively comprehend a text depends on 

all four dimensions, none of which are separate or static. All of us are more 

effective at reading some types of text than others and our motivation to read 

changes all the time (Cartwright & Duke, 2019; Duke, Ward, & Pearson, 2021). 

Struggling readers may have a fixed view of reading – that one is either a good 

reader or not – regardless of text, activity or context. Having them reflect on 

reading activities they do and enjoy outside of schools could disrupt that unhelpful 

view of reading comprehension. Moje, Overby, Tysvaer, & Morris (2008) found for 

example that adolescent readers did not consider some of their recreational reading 

(such as reading computer game ‘cheat sheets’ or car magazines) to be “reading” 

at all despite their motivation and ability to read those specialised texts 

successfully. 

A large body of research has investigated the processes employed by effective 

readers and found that good readers think in particular ways when reading (e.g., 

(Pressley & Allington, 2015). Less skilled readers are often characterized as more 

passive than skilled readers (Elleman, 2017; Oakhill, Cain, & Elbro, 2014). This 

research will be discussed in more detail in later sections about teaching about text 

features and strategy use. However, one overarching difference between more and 

less effective readers is that good readers are much more active when they read. 

This makes sense when one considers models such as Kintsch’s, where reading is 

not seen as the passive absorption of ideas transmitted from text to reader, but as 

the active construction and integration of mental representations with existing 

knowledge.  Effective readers are active in the way they monitor their 

understanding in terms of their reading goals. They actively make a large number 

of simple and complex inferences as they read and visualise aspects of what they 

are reading. They ask questions as they read and engage in an internal dialogue 

with the author of the text. When they sense that their comprehension is breaking 

down, good readers become even more active and employ strategies such as 

adjusting their reading speed or rereading.  

As discussed later, many of the challenges related to learning and teaching reading 

comprehension are that the processes of comprehension are not directly 

observable. Struggling readers then cannot directly observe what it is that more 

capable readers are doing which can contribute to them having any number of 
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unhelpful misconceptions about reading. The most fundamental misconception may 

be that, for good readers, reading is an easy and effortless task.  

In NEMP 2010, students were asked what they thought was necessary to be a good 

reader. Year 4 students tended to think about reading as a technical task requiring 

learning hard words and, to a lesser extent, sounding out words, going back and 

trying again. In contrast, year 8 students placed greater emphasis on enjoying 

reading, reading a lot and thinking about what they read (Gilmore & Smith, 2010). 

It is clear that texts can be understood at different levels. NEMP 2010 showed that 

Year 4 and year 8 students are better at literal comprehension tasks weakest on 

deep comprehension tasks (Gilmore & Smith, 2010).   

COMPREHENDING DIGITAL AND PRINT TEXTS  
Clearly many texts that readers need to comprehend these days are digital texts. 

Comprehending digital and print texts involves some similar and some different 

processes and therefore we mainly do not distinguish between comprehension of 

print versus digital texts in this review. Recent systematic reviews (Singer & 

Alexander, 2017a), meta-analyses (Clinton, 2019; Delgado, Vargas, Ackerman, & 

Salmerón, 2018) and studies (Singer & Alexander, 2017a) suggest there is some 

advantage for comprehension in favour of print, particularly for longer and 

expository texts. It is not our position that evidence for a digital versus print 

disadvantage implies schools should shift back to a print text focus. We see the 

inclusion of digital devices in contemporary classrooms and wider society as 

inevitable. What it does imply is the importance of developing students’ ability to 

perform complex reading of digital as well as print texts. Currently, most guided 

reading sessions in NZ schools use printed texts from instructional series as the 

context for instruction which may be limiting. In later sections we discuss the value 

of students’ learning how to use knowledge of text structures and strategies for 

their reading comprehension development. Because digital texts have different 

structures (e.g. hyper-links) and text features (e.g. multi-modal) students need to 

opportunities to develop this knowledge and these strategies in relation to digital as 

well as print texts, rather than assume transfer from print to digital reading will 

occur naturally.  

Explicit teaching about comprehending digital texts may be particularly important in 

the context of NZ’s inequitable education system. A recent study by Leu (2021) in 

the US compared the reading comprehension of Grade 7 students from poorer and 

wealthier communities in print and online contexts. Controlling for print 

comprehension he identified that students from poorer communities suffered a 

separate and independent achievement gap for online reading. We do not have any 

equivalent research in NZ. The disparity of outcomes in that study was explained by 

students in the higher income community having greater access to the Internet at 

home and being required to use the Internet more in school.  

Throughout the review we generally talk of principles and practices of effective 

comprehension instruction to be inclusive of print and digital reading and attend to 
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the different demands of each as they arise. Interestingly, recent intervention 

studies for digital reading are often digital versions of long-established “analogue” 

approaches such as Reciprocal Teaching (Colwell, Hunt-Barron, & Reinking, 2013), 

Guided Reading (Van Allen, 2016) and Think Aloud (Coiro, 2011).  

 

HIGHER LEVELS OF COMPREHENSION 
It is clear from the theoretical account of reading comprehension above that there 

are different levels of comprehension, from the most literal to the most elaborate 

and sophisticated. Three aspects of higher-level comprehension that are particularly 

important to prepare Year 4 to 8 students for their later schooling years, and life 

beyond school, are disciplinary literacy, critical literacy and multiple-text 

comprehension. We introduce these three aspects below, and incorporate evidence 

about effective approaches for teaching these throughout the review. 

DISCIPLINARY LITERACY 
The extent to which academic language at all levels of schooling is so different from 

everyday language is encapsulated in the adage that academic language is “no 

one’s mother tongue” (Bourdieu, Passeron, & de Saint Martin, 1996). This is one 

reason why we cannot assume that students with sound decoding skills and good 

general oral language will necessarily become good comprehenders. Not only is 

academic language different to that of everyday life, the academic language of each 

subject is different from that of other subjects. Academic language, which is most 

characteristic of written language, is one reason why comprehension depends on 

more than just decoding and general oral competency. The field of disciplinary 

literacy focuses on how literacy in disciplines is shaped by disciplinary forms of 

reasoning, inquiry, and argumentation (Moje, 2008; Shanahan & Shanahan, 2008). 

Argumentation is "discourse in which learners take positions, give reasons and 

evidence for their positions, and present counterarguments to each other's ideas 

when they have different view (Chinn, 2006, p. 355). Argumentation is different in 

different disciplines, for example, in terms of what counts as good evidence. The 

aim of disciplinary literacy is not to make all teachers into English teachers (as 

some high school subject teachers might think) but to teach students to read texts 

that are valued in that subject and for purposes and in ways that are valued in that 

subject.  

In the New Zealand Curriculum, the learning area of English has specialised 

disciplinary emphasises that are different from other learning areas and which go 

beyond “generic” literacy (which is a misnomer because reading is always situated 

and never generic). In the learning area of English, students are expected not only 

to comprehend a wide range of texts, including literary texts, but to be able to 

critically analyse how authors use language features (such as figurative language) 

and structures (such as narrative point of view or foreshadowing) in deliberate 

ways to create particular effects and which serve particular purposes for a particular 

audience (Ministry of Education, 2007). The ideas that are valued in the learning 
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area of English include literary elements such as theme, setting, character, and 

character development. This is clearly very different to reading in science and we 

cannot assume transferability of reading comprehension knowledge and strategies 

from one context to another. An important implication of disciplinary literacy is that 

students will need opportunities to learn about the features of a wide range of text 

types and be supported to develop strategies for reading those texts that meet the 

valued learning outcomes of that subject.  

Although disciplinary literacy in NZ has most often been thought of in relation to 

secondary school students (Wilson & McNaughton, 2012; Wilson & McNaughton, 

2020), it should also be a focus in primary schools and increasingly so as students 

near their secondary years. As Shanahan and Shanahan argue in their article “Does 

Disciplinary Literacy Have a Place in the Elementary Classroom”, (Shanahan & 

Shanahan, 2014) there is value in primary teachers, at all levels, looking ahead to 

the disciplinary literacy demands of later years and beginning to prepare their 

students for those demands.  

The limited evidence available suggests that deliberate reading instruction in NZ 

Year 4-8 classroom is most often delivered in the context of “reading” lessons and 

is more often focused on narrative print texts than on information texts 

(Chamberlain, 2019; McNaughton, 2011; Wilson, Jesson, Rosedale, & Cockle, 

2012). 

 

CRITICAL LITERACY 
Critical literacy is concerned with the relationship between meaning making and 

power. Text producers choose the mode and the medium of their communication, 

and the messages they create are constructed by the specific choices they make 

(whether consciously or not) of language, words, images, gestures, sounds, layout, 

and design. Different choices result in different texts with different meanings and 

different effects. The choices that text makers make when constructing a text 

reflect (consciously or not) where they stand in relation to the ideas and how 

committed they are to their point of view. Critical readers are aware of how texts 

work to position them as readers and whose interests are served by this positioning 

(Janks, 2013). Critical literacy has been described as a stance that encourages 

readers to question the construction and production of texts; to consider how 

people, groups and ideas are included, excluded, and represented in texts; and to 

relate texts to their own lives (Sandretto & Team, 2006). Thus, critical literacy is an 

overtly political orientation to teaching and learning (Freebody & Freiberg, 2011). 

Critical forms of thinking and reasoning are increasingly recognized as core skills or 

competencies for learning and living in a digital world where there is ubiquitous and 

extensive access to information (and misinformation) and increased susceptibility to 

the insularity of opinions and viewpoints. Learning argumentation alongside these 

skills is important because of the increased need to consider and respond positively 
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to others (McNaughton et al., 2019; Rosedale, McNaughton, Jesson, Zhu, & 

Oldehaver, 2019). 

There is considerable evidence from overseas (Janks, 2013) and NZ high schools 

(Wilson, Madjar, & McNaughton, 2016; Wilson, McNaughton, & Zhu, 2017) that 

students have few opportunities to develop critical literacy, and the limited evidence 

available suggests that this pattern is true of NZ primary schools as well (Jesson, 

McNaughton, & Wilson, 2015; Sandretto & Team, 2006; Wilson et al., 2012). 

Children from a very young age can engage in critical literacy activities, for 

example, by considering gender stereotypes in fairy tales. 

 

MULTI-TEXT READING 
Synthesis is regarded as a higher order thinking skill which requires people to bring 

knowledge from different sources together to create new meanings (Ministry of 

Education, 2009). It features in various well-known taxonomies such as Bloom’s 

(1956) and SOLO (Biggs & Collis, 1982). It is increasingly important in a digital 

context because readers build understanding by reading (parts of) multiple texts 

and because readers have to reconcile differences and tensions across texts 

(Goldman, Braasch, Wiley, Graesser, & Brodowinska, 2012). There are very few 

tasks in higher education or in life where a person should rely on just one 

information source. Even reading online for a very specific purpose will typically 

involve synthesis across multiple texts. International literature suggests that single 

texts are the focus of most reading instruction sessions (Goldman, 2004) and NZ 

evidence suggests that pattern is probably true here too (Wilson & Jesson, 2019).  

2. WHAT IS MOTIVATION AND ENGAGEMENT IN 

READING COMPREHENSION? 
A key element of effective instruction to develop reading comprehension is to 

nurture students’ motivation to read, to learn about reading, and to learn through 

reading. The aim of reading comprehension instruction is to improve both 

motivation and comprehension. It is for this reason that we discuss the theoretical 

constructs of motivation and engagement before we discuss other components of 

effective reading instruction. Whereas people often use the term “engagement” in 

simplistic ways to mean simply doing or enjoying reading, Guthrie and others use 

the word engagement to bring motivational processes (such as interest), cognitive 

strategies (such as self-monitoring) and behaviour together. The engaged reader 

has intrinsic motivation to read, is cognitively active because she uses strategies 

and seeks to link her old knowledge to new information in texts and is behaviourally 

active as shown through behaviours such as participating in tasks, reading 

frequently, making effort and persisting in the face of difficulty. Developing 

students’ motivation to read and to learn about reading is a crucial part of 

comprehension instruction.  
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There are significant relations between motivation and comprehension achievement 

in both directions (Toste, Didion, Peng, Filderman, & McClelland, 2020) meaning 

that motivation both contributes to and is an outcome of successful comprehension. 

This suggests that while we must foster students’ motivation to improve their 

reading comprehension, students who are more effective readers will be more 

motivated to read. Importantly, prior reading achievement is a stronger predictor of 

future motivation than prior motivation is of future reading achievement meaning it 

is safer to infer improved motivation from improved comprehension than vice 

versa. It is difficult to imagine that students’ motivation to read and learn about 

reading will increase or even be sustained if their efforts don’t lead to improved 

comprehension. It is also difficult to imagine that real improvements in 

comprehension would not contribute to comprehension. Motivation and 

comprehension then can work together as a virtuous circle in which motivation 

contributes to improved comprehension which contributes to improved motivation 

and so on.  

Motivation to read and learn about reading is often considered to be either intrinsic 

(worth doing for its own sake) or extrinsic (contingent on rewards). There has been 

cumulative evidence that intrinsic motivation supports human learning, resulting in 

increased engagement and achievement (Schutz & Pekrun, 2007), and that 

external rewards can actually serve to undermine individuals’ intrinsic drive (Deci, 

1972, 1976).  

Motivation has three main constructs: goal orientation, beliefs, and disposition, and 

each of these can influence an individual in their engagement with or avoidance of 

reading. Goal orientation refers to an individual’s habitual approaches toward 

reading and the intentions they set related to their reading actions. Beliefs refers to 

beliefs about their reading competence, abilities, and capacity, as well as their 

perceptions and judgments about reading as an activity and their experiences with 

reading. Disposition refers to an individual’s feelings about reading or their positive 

orientation toward reading about a particular topic (i.e., attitudes, interest) (Toste 

et al., 2020). The results from a recent meta-analysis (Toste et al., 2020) identified 

that the constructs of beliefs and disposition had significantly stronger relations to 

reading achievement than goal orientation.  

Motivation is inherently social and the social context of the classroom can be 

adapted and leveraged to better support reading motivation (Hruby et al., 2016). 

As Turner & Paris (1995) noted, “Motivation does not reside solely in the child; 

rather it is the interaction between students and their literacy environments” (p. 

672).  

Guthrie et al. (2007) reported that students’ self-efficacy was strongly associated 

with their own perceptions of reading performance. Relatedly, in 2010 the national 

monitoring project (NEMP) (Gilmore & Smith, 2010) found that a large majority of 

students believe that they are good readers. However, PIRLs 2016 found NZ Year 5 

students’ self confidence in their reading ability was relatively low and they were 
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the least confident among the English-language countries, with Year 5 boys, Māori 

and Pacific students being a little over-represented as not being confident. Having 

confidence as a reader had a much stronger, positive relationship with achievement 

than simply just liking reading (Chamberlain, 2019).  

We address the most effective ways to foster motivation in a later section. 

 

3. BUILDING THE FOUNDATIONS 

COMPREHENSION INSTRUCTION SHOULD BEGIN EARLY 
It is important that reading comprehension instruction is not delayed until 

foundational skills are in place. There is considerable research to support the idea 

that comprehension instruction should begin early, and comprehension and 

foundational reading skills should be developed in tandem (Block & Duffy, 2008; 

Duke et al., 2021). The classic distinction between learning to read to reading to 

learn is helpful in highlighting the importance of foundational skills but it is, like all 

heuristics, an over-simplification. That is because even in the earliest stages, 

students are building their knowledge base about what they are reading, and later, 

as students build their domain knowledge through reading texts, they are 

simultaneously developing their linguistic knowledge (Jetton & Alexander, 2004). 

Research supports a simultaneous, rather than sequential, model of reading 

instruction and instruction that supports the development of reading comprehension 

is essential even before students have mastered basic skills (Rapp, Broek, 

McMaster, Kendeou, & Espin, 2007). The What Works Clearinghouse guidelines for 

example gave a rare “strong evidence” rating to the teaching of reading 

comprehension strategies in Grades K–3 (Timothy Shanahan et al., 2010). 

Young learners benefit from a focus on developing comprehension of oral texts that 

are told to them and written texts which are read to them (Cervetti & Wright, 

2020). Importantly, the accuracy of word reading for example, even in the early 

stages, also depends on comprehension. For instance, (Duke et al., 2021) give the 

example of how a child reading the sentence “I can get a dog” might 

understandably pronounce the word get as jet (using a soft g as in gem). Word 

reading knowledge alone is not sufficient for the child to know whether the get 

should be pronounced with a hard or soft g; comprehension monitoring is what 

would alert readers that jet does not make sense and a different way of 

pronouncing get should be attempted. Sometimes students will do this monitoring 

and rereading independently but at other times they may need to be prompted to 

do so (e.g. “Does “I can jet a dog” make sense?”).  

THE CRITICAL IMPORTANCE OF WORD READING 
Reading comprehension relies on the ability to read most or all of the words in a 

text. Although most students develop effective word reading before they start Year 

4 (the earliest year level in scope of this review), it is clear that some older 
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students’ comprehension issues are related to gaps in phonological awareness, 

phonics, and/or word recognition. It is critical therefore, that schools and teachers, 

at every level of schooling, have access to knowledge, tools and systems to identify 

students who have word-reading issues and to support these students with 

appropriate teaching and specialist interventions. Although there is argument in the 

literature as to the most effective ways of developing word-reading skills, there is 

absolutely no argument that word-reading skills are essential for reading 

comprehension. 

BRIDGING SKILLS   
As well as word reading skills, there are a set of skills that bridge word reading and 

comprehension (Duke et al., 2021). The first bridging skill is graphophonological 

semantic cognitive flexibility (GSF). Graphophonological refers to knowledge of the 

letters and sounds in words, and semantic is to do with the meanings of words. GSF 

enables readers to switch their attention flexibly between word-decoding and 

meaning construction processes needed to understand texts. The second bridging 

skill is morphemic awareness which is awareness of the smallest meaningful parts 

of words such as roots, prefixes and suffixes. Morphemic awareness bridges 

decoding and comprehension, for example, by knowing that changing the suffix “–

ed” at the end of the root “walk” to “-ing”,  changes it from past to present time. 

The third is reading fluency, which encompasses reading with accuracy, 

automaticity, and prosody (appropriate pacing and expression. Reading words with 

automaticity allows readers to devote more cognitive attention to comprehension. 

Reading with prosody (e.g., appropriate expression, phrasing) both reflects and 

supports comprehension. 

IDENTIFYING AND ADDRESSING ISSUES IN FOUNDATIONAL 
SKILLS  
It is vital when students are identified as having difficulties with reading 

comprehension, that gaps in word reading and the bridging skills are investigated 

as potential sources of these issues. Word reading interventions are appropriate 

and effective for students whose comprehension issues are related to gaps in word 

reading, for example related to neuro diversity including dyslexia. However, it is 

important not to assume that students who struggle with comprehension 

necessarily have gaps in these foundational skills – interventions to improve word 

reading and foundational skills will be only helpful for students who have issues 

with these because these foundational skills are necessary but not sufficient 

conditions for reading comprehension; unlike reading comprehension (where there 

is no upper limit to how good a reader one can become), the foundational skills of 

word reading are constrained (e.g. there is a ceiling on how well one can decode) 

(Paris, 2005; Paris & Hamilton, 2014).  
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DEVELOPING FLUENCY 
Reading fluency has three key components: accuracy, automaticity and prosody 

(Kuhn, Schwanenflugel, & Meisinger, 2010). Accuracy entails reading the words 

correctly and is typically assessed by calculating the percentage of words 

pronounced correctly whereas automaticity is often measured by the number of 

words read correctly per minute. Reading rate is typically seen as the combined 

measure of speed and accuracy. Prosodic reading involves using a language's 

prosodic features, such as appropriate phrasing (to group a passage into 

meaningful phrases), pauses, stress, and intonation and is what we refer to when 

we talk about reading with expression (Rasinski, 2012).  

The first two components of fluency, accuracy and automaticity, are commonly 

believed to facilitate comprehension by reducing the cognitive resources that need 

to be devoted to word reading and allowing those resources to instead be devoted 

to comprehension (LaBerge & Samuels, 1974; Perfetti, 1985). One analogy for the 

role of reading rate might be to think of it in terms of a (pre-digital) film reel. First, 

the projector needs to be in focus so the image is clear. But, even when focused, 

when played very slowly on a film projector each individual frame will present as a 

separate static photograph. It is only when these frames are projected at 24 frames 

per second that the perception of seamless movement is created. It is difficult to 

make sense of a written text if you have to focus on every single word or of a film if 

you have to look at each individual still-frame; when that process speeds up though 

you no longer see the individual words (frames) but the story that they tell (the 

film).  

Importantly, accuracy and automaticity are constrained skills and the growth in 

reading rate slows and then plateaus. Also, as students develop, word reading and 

automaticity tend to become less predictive of comprehension (Paris, 2005; Wexler, 

Vaughn, Edmonds, & Reutebuch, 2008). Some fluent readers have low reading 

comprehension (Buly & Valencia, 2002) and improvements in the reading rate do 

not necessarily translate to reading comprehension in poor readers (Wexler et al., 

2008). Also, as Rasinski and Hamman (2010) note, although the norms for reading 

speed have gone up in the US, these increases have not been matched by 

improvement in comprehension. Two meta-analysis with older children 

(Scammacca et al., 2007; Scammacca, Roberts, Vaughn, & Stuebing, 2015) found 

that reading comprehension interventions were associated with significantly higher 

effect sizes than fluency interventions for all types of reading outcomes.  

The implication is that instruction in accuracy and automaticity will be helpful for 

students who have gaps in accuracy and automaticity, but not helpful for students 

who do not have issues with these.  

REPEATED READING INTERVENTIONS 
The most commonly used method for enhancing reading fluency is repeated reading 

of passages when a child reads a short passage repeatedly until they fulfil a speed 

criterion. Overall, this approach has been shown to have positive effects on 
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children's reading fluency, particularly on reading rate and accuracy, but only 

limited effect on reading comprehension (Edmonds et al., 2009; Kuhn et al., 2010; 

Kuhn & Stahl, 2003; Stevens, Walker, & Vaughn, 2017; Wexler et al., 2008).  

One explanation for the limited effect of repeated-reading interventions on 

comprehension is that the interventions are not well targeted: given the 

constrained nature of reading rate and accuracy there is no reason to expect that 

repeated reading interventions would support the comprehension skills of students 

who do not have issues with those two components of fluency. Secondly, repeated 

reading may be boring (especially for students who don’t have reading rate and 

accuracy issues) and therefore demotivating. Thirdly, untargeted repeated reading 

represents an opportunity cost in that opportunities for wide reading may be 

sacrificed. Wide reading for most children in Years 4 to 8 is the preferred way of 

building fluency (Kuhn et al., 2010). 

Wide (non-repeated) reading approaches have similar effects on fluency as 

repeated reading approaches but greater effects of comprehension. When students 

read a variety of texts they are exposed to a wider variety of text structures, 

vocabulary and subject matter. In their meta-analysis of non-repeated reading 

interventions for fluency, Zimmermann, Reed, & Aloe (2021) identified six studies 

that also included a repeated reading condition. An important finding was that there 

was no difference  in  student  outcomes  associated  with  either  type of 

intervention. We discuss wide reading in more detail in a later section. 

A key reason that many fluency interventions have negligible effects on reading 

comprehension is that they often neglect the critical third component of fluency, 

prosody (Rasinski, 2006; Rasinski, 2012). Too much emphasis on reading rates and 

not enough focus on prosody is “students who read rapidly and robotically, often 

skipping without problem solving every word not instantly recognized. The result is 

a loss of comprehension and confusion for the student about what it means to read” 

(Rasinski, 2006). Effective comprehenders adjust their reading rate according to 

text difficulty and reading purpose, and they know that making meaning often 

requires considerable mental effort. Approaches that reinforce a belief that speed 

and accuracy are the mark of a good reader, rather than meaning making, are 

unhelpful. Prosody is different to the other components of fluency because it 

appears to be equally predictive of reading comprehension over time, at least from 

third through seventh grade (Rasinski, Rikli & Johnston, 2009). Because reading 

with prosody demands, demonstrates and develops reading comprehension, 

inclusion of prosodic reading in programmes may be helpful for students who have 

fluency issues, but perhaps more generally as well.  

Readers Theatre is one teaching approach for developing fluency that emphasises 

prosody as well as accuracy and automaticity. Readers Theatre is an instructional 

activity that engages students in rehearsing and performing scripts (texts) for an 

audience, generally without props, costumes, or memorizing. The instructional 
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focus is on reading or performing a text in an expressive manner that is meaningful 

and satisfying to an audience (Young, Durham, Miller, Rasinski, & Lane, 2019). 

Most studies of Readers Theatre have not included reading comprehension 

measures but a recent quasi-experimental study (Young et al., 2019) found 

significantly positive effects on reading comprehension with Grade 2 students in the 

US. While slightly below the age range of the present review, we include this 

because there are students in Year 4 and above whose comprehension could be 

developed through fluency interventions and theoretically we think that older 

children could benefit from similar approaches focused on prosodic reading with 

more complex texts.  

One main reason given for its effectiveness in improving fluency is due to the 

authentic approach to repeated readings (Young et al., 2019). In Readers Theatre 

the readers’ rehearsal, and eventual performance of a script, is a vital component 

of the process. Delivering an expressive and meaningful oral reading of the script 

requires participants to consider the overall meaning of the text and the oral 

expression that reflects that meaning – which explains why some benefits for 

comprehension have been identified as well. Digital technologies provide many 

affordances for Readers Theatre-type activities that emphasise prosody. For 

example, groups and individuals can record themselves performing a reading of 

poem or other texts and practice and edit until they are happy to share it. 

A long discredited but still common (at least overseas) approach is known as Round 

Robin Reading which teachers use to improve fluency, as well as to cover content, 

manage classroom behaviour, and assess students' literacy development (Ash, 

Kuhn, & Walpole, 2008). Round Robin Reading, even 26 years ago, was called ‘‘the 

outmoded practice of calling on students to read orally one after the other’’ (Harris 

& Hodges, 1995, p. 222). It has been criticised because individual students get very 

minimal practice actually reading; because the turn-taking nature and the reading 

by peers provides disfluent models of reading; because it is very costly in terms of 

instructional time; because the practice of telling students to “follow the text” as 

others read it encourages reading at an oral reading speed rather than at a sight 

reading speed; because it is boring and frustrating for good readers; and, most 

damningly, because it is emotionally devastating to poor readers (Opitz & Rasinski, 

1998) (Ash, Kuhn, & Walpole, 2008). Readers Theatre and related activities are 

characteristically different from Round Robin Reading because learners are able to 

practice reading in safe situations with their peers before their public performance 

and they serve an authentic purpose. Not to put too fine a point on it, there is no 

place for Round Robin Reading in New Zealand classrooms. 

 

SUMMARY 
There is limited evidence about patterns of fluency for Year 4 to 8 readers in New 

Zealand. In the NEMP Oral Reading 2008 (Crooks, Smith, & Flockton, 2008) 

assessment, students were asked to read unpunctuated passages such as, “The 
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little girl sat down on the television there were wild animals in the bedroom her 

sister was sound asleep” aloud so that it makes sense to someone who is listening. 

At least 90% of both year 4 and year 8 students read the words accurately, but far 

fewer chose appropriate punctuation so that they made sense. A little more than 

half of the year 8 students managed that compared to 13 to 22% of year 4 

students. Compared with their peers in most other English-language countries, 

PIRLs 2016 showed that New Zealand teachers were more likely to ask their 

students to read silently on their own and less likely to ask their students to read 

aloud. The PIRLs report recommended that oral reading might be one way to 

develop children’s reading confidence (Chamberlain, 2019). 

 

 

4. PRINCIPLES FOR EFFECTIVE 
COMPREHENSION INSTRUCTION 

In this section we outline key principles of effective reading instruction.  

ENGAGING WITH TEXTS 
The studies in the review rarely provided detailed information about the properties 

of the texts used in the interventions. However, it was implicit in all studies that 

deep and regular engagement with a variety of interesting and appropriately 

challenging texts was a necessary condition for improving reading comprehension 

and fostering motivation. This is hardly surprising, given that practice is perhaps 

the most fundamental of all principles of learning. Having sufficient time to learn, 

and repeated opportunities to practice is essential when learning any complex 

subject matter (Bransford et al., 2000) and reading is no exception.  

Students need opportunities to read and learn about reading using a wide variety of 

written texts of the sort valued in the New Zealand Curriculum (2007) and society 

at large. These texts include, broadly speaking, narrative texts, literary texts, and 

information texts, in both digital and print media. Within each of these broad 

categories are many genre and sub-genre. There are differences in the types of text 

valued in different learning areas and these should be included, as well as texts 

valued in the learning area of English, as the focus of comprehension instruction. In 

the words of Schoenbach et.al., “In building reading aptitude, there is no skills-only 

approach that can substitute for extensive reading. On the contrary, repeated 

studies have demonstrated that instruction in isolated grammar, decoding or 

comprehension skills may have little or no impact on students’ activity while 

actually reading” (Schoenbach et.al., 1999, page 7). 

Compared to many other jurisdictions, New Zealand teachers have much more 

freedom to select instructional materials and contexts to achieve outcomes 
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identified in the New Zealand Curriculum (Ministry of Education, 2007). This has the 

potential for schools and teachers to use texts and materials that are valued and 

relevant to their own learners and communities. But it also places a heavy 

responsibility on teachers. 

A risk is that teachers provide struggling readers with fewer opportunities to 

engage with rich and appropriately challenging texts because they are struggling 

readers. For example, struggling readers can be presented with fewer opportunities 

to learn science through reading than more capable readers, and instead 

experience more direct teaching or engage more with non-written texts such as 

video. There is evidence of this being the case in NZ high schools (Wilson et al., 

2016) and in Year 7 science and mathematics classrooms (Wilson et al., 2012). In 

the US, Tatum describes African-American students in some inner-city schools as 

experiencing an ‘in-school literacy underload’ (Tatum, 2008a, 2008b). Such 

responses are understandable but are also likely to contribute to ‘Matthew Effects’ 

where “the rich get richer and the poor get poorer” (Lehr, Osborn, & Hiebert, 

2004). A much more generative approach is to provide effective instruction that 

allows students to engage in texts that are a little harder than they can 

comprehend independently. This implies the importance of expert knowledge by the 

teacher, and differentiation. Taleni, Parkhill, Fa’afoi and Fletcher (2007) report that 

a number of Pasifika students in their research spoke of the social stigma attached 

to ‘not knowing’ words and the complexity for teachers in identifying a text that is 

challenging but not to the point that it confounds the learning with difficulties that 

may also induce negative feelings in terms of reading self-efficacy. 

PIRLs data (Chamberlain, 2019) show that, compared with many other countries, 

New Zealand teachers are more likely to use a reading series (particularly, School 

Journals and Ready to Reads) as a basis for their instructional programme. 

Students whose teachers reported used a reading series as the basis for their 

reading programme tended to have lower reading scores than their peers whose 

teachers used both children’s books and reading series as the basis. A reading 

series is developed for the specific purpose of teaching reading at different levels of 

development which is both an advantage and disadvantage. Using other texts as 

well as an instructional series has the advantage of including vocabulary that is not 

regulated or restricted to the ability level of the reader and likewise provide 

exposure a wider variety of text structures and features.  

Jesson & Parr (2017) analysed the text choices of NZ teachers identified as being 

highly effective teachers of Pasifika learners. Teachers’ selections were largely 

instructional readers, most often narrative in structure. The teachers deemed texts 

to be more effective when the typography was “clear” rather than “busy”, when 

illustrations matched rather than were distant from the written text, where the 

structure was predictable, vocabulary was familiar, and the text was short. Texts 

were predominantly chosen for their perceived utility in developing a particular skill 

or strategy. The authors note that tightly controlling text choices in this way may 

well be effective for achieving short term learning goals but is potentially less 
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effective for preparing students for other, more long term or less constrained 

avenues of literacy development. 

It is important that students in the culturally and linguistically diverse classrooms of 

Aotearoa have regular opportunities to see themselves reflected in the texts that 

they read. This situation impacts on minority group readers who struggle to make 

text-to-self connections. A recent unpublished observational study by Wilson and 

colleagues of texts used in Year 4 to 8 NZ classrooms found that texts reflect 

predominantly dominant cultures and only 4% of texts featured Pasifika people. 

Studies from the US also reference the under-representation of minority groups in 

texts in classrooms (Mills & Unsworth, 2018, p.323). Students are unlikely to find 

reading relevant if the texts they read are predominantly reflective of a dominant 

culture that they do not identify with. 

The importance of students reading a balance of texts about people reading about 

familiar and unfamiliar settings is neatly captured in the metaphor of Window and 

Mirror texts (Bishop, 1990; Tschida, Ryan, & Ticknor, 2014): 

When children cannot find themselves reflected in the books they read, or 

when the images they see are distorted, negative, or laughable, they learn a 

powerful lesson about how they are devalued in the society of which they are 

a part. (Bishop, 1990b, p. 557) 

This is not, of course, to say that students should only read mirror texts that reflect 

their own culture and experience. Students also benefit from reading window texts 

which provide insight into unfamiliar ideas, perspectives, and experiences. When 

texts are used that reflect dominant cultures it can be motivating for other students 

to provide opportunities for alternative readings and engagement with those texts 

such as using digital storytelling, counter storytelling, and multi-text designs to 

disrupt the dominance of hegemonic discourses. It is important too that teachers do 

not make assumptions about what texts students from a particular group would 

necessarily identify with – identity, including cultural identity, is complex and multi-

faceted. Lai et al., (2009) reported evidence of teachers capitalising on students’ 

cultural and linguistic resources by incorporating children’s knowledge and interests 

through text choices and culturally based forms of teaching but judged that a more 

deliberate focus was needed.  

Concern about the reading of boys has led to some advocating for inclusion of more 

texts that reflect boys’ interests. We are not aware of any evidence in primary 

schools that text written by or about males are under-represented, and the reverse 

is still true of many high school English programmes. Encouraging reading by boys 

is clearly an important topic, although it should be noted that the gap between boys 

and girls is much smaller than the gap between students from poorer and more 

middle-class communities, or between Pākeha, and Māori and Pacific students. As 

Martino and Kehler (2007) note, “although boys, overall, do not achieve as well as 

girls in literacy, middle class boys, are still doing better than working class girls,” 

(p. 410). There are serious potential risks with teachers providing boys with texts 
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assumed to be of interest to boys. Such efforts can essentialise differences between 

boys and girls and reflect simplistic and binary notions of gender, and masculinity. 

Such approaches are potentially damaging for the many boys who already like 

reading and prefer texts that focus on people and human relationships rather than, 

say, sports and war. This risk is captured in an article by Greig and Hughes (2009) 

that has the wonderful title, “A boy who would rather write poetry than throw rocks 

at cats is also considered to be wanting in masculinity”.  Also, there does not seem 

to be the same level of outcry about girls reading texts that feature all male casts 

(e.g. Lord of the Flies) or where women are secondary to the main action (e.g. in 

much of Shakespeare). Feeding resistant-to-read boys a restricted diet of “boy 

interest” texts may reinforce the very narrow constructs of masculinity that make 

them resistant to read in the first place. As discussed previously, choice is 

important for motivation and all students should be provided with some choice 

about what texts to read at least some of the time. 

As discussed earlier, being able to synthesise information from across multiple texts 

is very important in later education and life more generally. This suggests that 

students will benefit from engagement with texts which have been deliberately 

selected to provide information that is consistent and complementary, 

contradictory, or componential, i.e., the information across texts is part of a larger 

whole not necessarily specified in any one of the texts (Goldman, 2004). 

Opportunities to engage with multiple texts is also a strong feature of approaches 

to develop students’ critical literacy. Contrasting texts can be used for example to 

illustrate how one text minimises the social impact of an event or presents a 

problem from an ethnocentric or gender-based viewpoint. Reading multiple texts on 

the same topic can be used to support the idea of subjectivity and that authorship 

is a situated activity (Behrman, 2006). 

Compared with their peers in most other English-language countries, PIRLs 2016 

showed that New Zealand teachers were less likely to use longer fiction chapter 

books as part of their reading instruction (Chamberlain, 2019).  

 

READING MILEAGE 
There has long been consensus in the literature of a strong correlation between 

reading volume and reading achievement (Allington, 2014; Allington & McGill-

Franzen, 2021). NZ students who are better at reading tend to report doing more 

reading out of school than struggling readers (Gilmore & Smith, 2010; NMSSA, 

2019). Although correlations cannot show cause and effect, the consistency of the 

evidence, and the theory underlying extensive reading, means it is reasonable to 

believe that more extensive reading activity improves reading proficiencies 

(Allington & McGill-Franzen, 2021; Cunningham, 2001). As Allington & McGill-

Franzen (2021, p. 231) puts it: “It seems that proficient reading, like virtually every 

other human proficiency, benefits through extensive engagement (or practice) with 

the activity.” Torppa and colleagues (Torppa et al., 2020) in their longitudinal study 
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that followed 2,525 students from age 7 to 16, found that “irrespective of the 

individual’s overall level in leisure reading, increased leisure reading consumption 

can promote reading comprehension” (p. 885). Van Bergen, Vasalampi, and Torppa 

(2020) found a reciprocal relation between reading volume and reading 

achievement, with reading achievement predicting reading volume in the early 

grades but reading volume predicting reading achievement beginning in grade 3 

and continuing beyond. Similarly, van Bergen and colleagues concluded, “How 

much children read seems to matter most after the shift from learning to read to 

reading to learn” (p. 1). Lewis and Samuels (2005) conducted a meta-analysis of 

49 studies of the effects of providing students with independent reading time during 

the school day and reported that allocating school time for independent reading 

provided support for a moderately strong, positive, relationship between reading 

exposure and reading outcomes. Importantly, as Lewis and Samuels noted, “in no 

instance did allowing students time for independent reading result in a decrease in 

reading achievement” (p. 15). 

A great deal of experience in reading is another necessary, but certainly not 

sufficient, condition for reading comprehension proficiency. 

Despite the rather self-evident idea that time for reading is key to getting better at 

reading, some teachers divest reluctant readers of reading opportunities and 

employ alternative strategies for building content knowledge such as reading the 

text aloud to the students, playing audio or video recordings, or lecturing on the 

key content (Goldman, Snow, & Vaughn, 2016). Brenner and Hiebert (2010) for 

example investigated six of the core reading programs used in high-poverty U.S. 

schools and found that students with an average (for their age) reading speed 

would only be expected to read for seven minutes per day and even slow readers 

would only have 15 minutes. Local research (Wilson et al., 2016) in New Zealand 

high schools identified that students in lower decile schools had significantly fewer 

opportunities to read texts in class than their peers in higher decile schools. Three 

US syntheses of observation studies of students with learning disabilities found very 

limited opportunities for students to read texts, even during reading instructional 

periods (Swanson, 2008; Vaughn, Levy, Coleman, & Bos, 2002; Walker & Stevens, 

2017). 

Two approaches to promote reading mileage are Scaffolded Sustained Reading and 

summer learning projects. 

SCAFFOLDED SILENT READING (SCSR) 
Reutzel, Fawson, and Smith (2008) reported outcomes of a one year experiment 

with third graders about a redesign of sustained silent reading called scaffolded 

silent reading (ScSR). ScSR involved explicit teaching about selecting texts, 

individual conferences where students read aloud and answer questions about the 

text, and setting and monitoring goals related to reading widely across a variety of 

genres. The control condition was guided repeated oral reading which is an 

approach to reading fluency practice in which students repeatedly read aloud a 
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single text while they receive feedback from a teacher or other students. A one 

year experiment found ScSR was as effective as guided repeated oral reading in 

improving reading comprehension and more effective on one measure of reading 

fluency. The researchers see this as a positive outcome because using ScSR as well 

as guided reading frees up the teacher to provide valuable, targeted individual and 

small-group reading instruction to other students in the class. They argue too, on 

the basis of qualitative data from their study, that having more than one effective 

way of providing fluency practice helps maintain students’ engagement and 

motivation; teachers and students found repeated use of any one approach for 

practicing fluency to be tedious. A proviso here is that ScSR and similar approaches 

will only be effective if students are actually engaged in reading texts during this 

time. Some evidence suggests that this is not always the case and some students 

just display ‘reading-like behaviours’ rather than actually reading. 

SUMMER READING PROGRAMMES 
We include studies of summer reading programmes for two reasons. Firstly, 

because the summer learning effect differentially affects students from low socio-

economic status (SES) communities and creates a barrier to equity that gets larger 

over time. Evidence from New Zealand and overseas shows that a slide, or even 

just a decrease in the rate of reading improvement, over summer can erode the 

positive effects of successful in-school interventions and  result in the ‘staircase 

shape’ of achievement levels, which show accelerated reading gains within school 

years tempered by a plateau over summer (Jesson, McNaughton, & Kolose, 2014). 

The second reason we include studies of summer reading programmes is that these 

are within the sphere of influence of schools, because they provide evidence for the 

benefits of volume of reading and extended literacy engagement and they have 

implications for how teachers might foster positive home-school partnerships that 

can have positive benefits of reading achievement on school-based measures. 

Studies of summer reading programs have shown that they can have a positive 

effect on comprehension (e.g., Allington et al., 2010). Allington and colleagues 

(Allington & McGill-Franzen, 2017; Allington et al., 2010) gifted 10 to 12 self-

selected books to students each summer over three years and found their reading 

achievement to be  significantly higher than that of other students from low- 

income families who served as the control. Interestingly, the achievement gains of 

the summer books students exceeded the achievement gains typically seen from 

attending summer school classes (Cooper et al., 2000). The difference in reading 

achievement scores after three summer book distributions was almost a full school 

year of reading growth. Students were not required to complete book reports or 

answer questions (Allington & McGill- Franzen, 2017). Kim and Quinn (2013) found 

that adding frequent independent book reading and parent child interactions with 

selected books to low-income families’ practices over summer yielded moderate 

effect sizes (effect size =  0.33) for gains in reading. 

Rebecca Jesson and Rachel Williamson have led a series of summer literacy 

interventions known as the Summer Learning Journey (SLJ) with low-decile schools 
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(Williamson, Jesson, & Shepherd, 2020) in New Zealand. Each iteration of the 

programme was based around a leisure-related theme. The premise of the program 

was that student participants would ‘travel’ (virtually), investigate an aspect of their 

‘journey’ by reading and viewing related texts, create digital learning objects about 

those investigations, and finally post them to their individual blog. The activities 

included recall tasks, fact finding and reporting, creative writing, storytelling, poetry 

writing, expressing personal opinions, questioning and critiquing. The mean gain for 

students from an established cluster of schools was 2.82 PAT reading points higher 

for the SLJ participants than the matched control students which is equivalent to 

about one term’s worth of learning (as per national norm). Size of gains was 

significantly related to the number of blogs students completed with medium 

frequency bloggers gaining 14.8 PAT reading points more, and high frequency 

bloggers 20.9 points more than the mean gain for low frequency bloggers.  

As suggested by the SLJ studies, time spent actively engaged in literacy practices 

over summer was associated with gains (i.e. not just maintenance of scores) over 

summer. A common feature of summer programmes that are effective is that 

efforts are made to make them ‘fun’ and related literacy to leisure rather than 

directly to schoolwork. Consistent with research about motivation (Guthrie & 

Humenick, 2004) choice was a prominent feature with students able to select any 

task and in any order.  

ENSURE SUFFICIENT AND EQUITABLE OPPORTUNITIES TO LEARN 
It is not possible to make precise recommendations about how much instructional 

time should be dedicated to the development of reading comprehension per day or 

per week. However, we can say with confidence that instructional time matters, and 

matters more for struggling readers, and if reading comprehension is a valued 

learning outcome, we need to dedicate lots of time every day for students to read 

and learn about reading.  

Toste and colleagues (Toste, Vaughn, Martinez, & Bustillos-SoRelle, 2019) report 

that instructional time has not been a feature of intervention studies in recent 

decades despite previous studies consistently finding that instructional time predicts 

variance in student performance. Guthrie and colleagues (Guthrie, Martuza, & 

Seifert, 1976) found that instructional time had a differential effect with the impact 

of instructional time on achievement being greater for younger than older children, 

and for low socioeconomic status children. Rossmiller (1986) similarly found that 

instructional time accounted for 10% of the variance in reading achievement for 

average and high achieving students in Grades 3 to 5, but for students in the 

lowest quartile, instructional time accounted for 56%, 27%, and 73% of the 

variance in reading achievement for third, fourth, and fifth graders (respectively).  

We are not aware of any studies of literacy instruction in New Zealand primary 

schools that have investigated differences between lower and higher decile schools. 

Wilson and colleagues (Wilson et al., 2016; Wilson et al., 2017) have investigated 

opportunities for literacy learning in high schools however and found significant 
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differences between higher and lower decile schools. In particular, Māori and 

Pasifika students and students in lower decile schools were significantly less likely 

to participate in programmes that would have prepared them to achieve in the 

academically challenging but critically important NCEA disciplinary reading 

standards. More importantly, the opportunities for reading and literacy learning 

observed in the lowest SES schools were quantitatively and qualitatively different 

from those in the medium and higher SES schools. The instruction (including the 

textual resources) in the lowest SES schools tended to involve shorter and simpler 

texts, that is texts that were less academically challenging. There was evidence of 

more scaffolding and teacher ‘assistance’ with more frequent use of itemised task 

sheets rather than literary or other authentic texts. Discourse patterns tended to be 

different too, with students in the lowest SES schools engaging less often in 

extended dialogue and with fewer occasions for direct teacher input. Counter to 

expectations, students in the lowest SES schools were observed to receive less 

specific literacy instruction and even when such instruction did occur, it tended to 

be directed towards item or surface features of texts, rather than towards more 

complex aspects of structure and critical literacy. 

TEACHING AS INQUIRY 
Instructional time is too precious to allow a scattergun approach to literacy teaching 

as without referring to good assessment information teachers might spend valuable 

classroom time teaching things that students already know, and neglect to address 

more pressing needs. Untargeted instruction also runs the real risk of disengaging 

students because they are bored learning things they already know.  

Teachers need to have deep literacy assessment knowledge and skills so they can 

make deliberate instructional decisions that effectively target those aspects of 

student literacy that are currently most problematic and/or that when addressed 

are most likely to be catalysts for further improvements.  

Assessment has the potential to be powerful because it can: (a) inform next 

teaching steps at the individual student, class or programme level; (b) form the 

basis of inquiry into programme and teaching effectiveness; and (c) be a motivator 

for teachers to engage in professional learning by helping to ‘problematise’ current 

levels of student achievement (Timperley et al., 2008).  

Developing teachers’ assessment knowledge is a key component of teacher 

professional learning programmes that work (Lai et al., 2009; Timperley, Wilson, 

Barrar, & Fung, 2008). NZ research has shown that teachers and leaders who 

examine the implications of evidence of student achievement for their teaching 

have higher achieving students (Timperley, Wiseman, & Fung, 2003). Recent large-

scale NZ interventions with demonstrably positive effects on student reading 

comprehension have all used student achievement data to inform the design of 

teaching and teacher professional learning and development opportunities (Lai, 

McNaughton, Jesson, & Wilson, 2020; Lai, Wilson, McNaughton, & Hsaio, 2014; 
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McNaughton, 2011; JM Parr, 2009; Parr et al., 2006; Robinson, McNaughton, & 

Timperley, 2011; Timperley & Phillips, 2003). 

Additionally, evidence about the effectiveness of one’s teaching is vital. This may be 

in the form of how students respond to, or learn, from tasks/texts or it may be 

more systematic. The New Zealand Curriculum provides a succinct rationale for 

teachers to inquire into the effectiveness of their teaching: “Since any teaching 

strategy works differently in different contexts for different students, effective 

pedagogy requires that teachers inquire into the impact of their teaching on their 

students” (p.35). 

CULTURALLY AND LINGUISTICALLY RESPONSIVE PEDAGOGY 
Recent, specific research around reading comprehension for Māori or Pacific 

learners in Pākehā medium schools is limited. Hohepa (2006) identified teacher 

characteristics that were particularly motivating for beginning learners of reading in 

Māori medium settings (Hohepa et al., 2006). These characteristics included being 

passionate, having deep knowledge, emphasising oral language with a focus on 

extended talk, using children’s prior learning experiences and knowledge and 

material related to their worldview and experiences, and having high expectations 

(p.10). 

Fletcher and colleagues (Fletcher, Parkhill, & Fa'afoi, 2008; Fletcher, Parkhill, & 

Fa’afoi, 2005) interviewed Year 5–8 Pasifika students to get their perspectives on 

factors that motivated and supported them in their reading and writing. Students 

reported they liked reading stories about the Pacific Islands and peer collaboration, 

including with buddy readers, older students from another class. The students did 

not enjoy reading aloud in front of the group or class. Students also commented 

unfavourably on answering written comprehension questions on worksheets 

commenting that these “took away the enjoyment from reading the story” (p.6). 

Further research is needed to provide robust, evidence-based recommendations for 

Māori and Pacific students in reading. Based on this gap in the research, evidence 

that supports best general practices for Māori and Pacific students has been utilised 

for this report. The Ministry of Education has published multiple support documents 

for teachers of Māori and Pacific children which are evidence based, containing 

principles that can be employed across multiple subject areas. These have been used 

in place of Aotearoa, NZ based empirical studies. Documents such as Ka Hikitia 

(Ministry of Education, 2013), Tātaiako (Ministry of Education, 2011), Tapasā 

(Ministry of Education, 2018), and Best Practice for Teaching Pacific Learners 

(Ministry of Education, 2019), have recommendations that are summarised as key 

messages into a table. From these recommendations, implications for literacy and 

more specifically, reading are identified. The implications for teacher practice and 

design of learning opportunities align with international, empirical studies and 

evidence. 

At the heart of the recommendations sits culturally sustaining practices. These 

practices promote responsive teaching for all learners. Diverse perspectives, 
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experiences, languages and texts are considered and included in the planning of 

instructional and independent reading. Activities and tasks are designed to be open-

ended and invite Māori and Pacific learners to bring their own funds of knowledge to 

their learning experiences. Recommended practices support high expectations, 

leaving no room for deficit theories about Māori and Pacific homes, families or 

abilities. Critical literacy and critical thinking opportunities support the development 

of these skills in Māori and Pacific students. Multimodal texts are encouraged for 

access to diverse and different texts from various contexts. Ultimately, it could be 

said that what is good for Māori and Pacific learners, is good for all learners.  

 

 

Table 1: Effective practices in reading for Māori and Pacific Learners  

Māori Learners Pacific Learners Some implications for teaching reading 
comprehension 

● Knowledge of the 
learner in order to 
make the learning 
context relevant.  

● Apply what you know 
about your learner to 
the teaching you do. 

● Know the learners, 
where they are from 
and their migration 
stories. Documented 
stories and learning 
experiences used in 
class.  

● Apply what you know 
about your learner to 
the teaching you do. 

● Reading and writing provide opportunities to 
find out more about your learner.  

● Diverse texts and discussion provide 
opportunities for the learner to bring their 
stories and ideas to the classroom. 

● Use knowledge of learner and their whānau to 
make reading enjoyable, purposeful and 
relevant for them as culturally-located 
individuals. 

● Frame purposes for reading and learning about 
reading as being more than just for individuals 
e.g. their reading and learning to read can 
benefit peers, whānau and community. 

● To support engagement, ensure purposes for 
reading are contextually relevant. 

● Te ao Māori and te 
reo Māori learning 
encouraged and 
supported. 

● Pacific languages 
reflected in teaching 
and the learning 
environment. Draw 
on these languages 
in the classroom. 

● Use home languages as a resource e.g. 
students in English-medium classrooms can 
discuss English texts in their home language 
and read texts written in their home language 
as a context for learning strategies or 
accessing ideas and viewpoints. 

● Use multimodal texts that reflect a diverse 
range of Māori and Pacific worlds, contexts 
and languages (e.g. contemporary, historic, in 
NZ, in the Pacific). 

● Teaching values the knowledge that Māori and 
Pacific learners bring to the classroom and 
supports and encourages them to use this 
knowledge when they make meaning from 
texts. 

● Māori are diverse. 
Learning needs to be 
responsive to this 
and reflect the varied 
aspirations and 
contexts. 

● Pacific learners are 
made up of multiple, 
diverse groups. 

● Explicitly teach and 
encourage 
behaviours that build 

● Utilise and value funds of knowledge from the 
student. 

● Understand and value that comprehension is 
the integration of existing knowledge with new 
knowledge from a text and therefore there is 
never one single reading of a text - Māori and 



   
 

   

 

36 

● Teach and 
encourage 
behaviours for 
engagement in 
learning tasks. 

● Provide access to 
developing critical 
thinking skills. 

engagement and 
critical thinking skills.  

Pacific (and all students) may have different 
but valid interpretations of texts than those of 
readers from different backgrounds (while 
stressing they are still accountable to the text). 

● Provide tasks that are open-ended and where 
students, their peers and teachers discuss and 
negotiate different interpretations of texts 
rather than tasks where there is one right 
answer. 

● Explicitly plan for and teach critical thinking in 
reading (e.g., multi-text with contrasting text) 

● Encourage counter- and critical-readings of 
texts e.g. to critique stereotyping in texts. 

● Use of ako, 
reciprocal teaching 
and learning.  

● Power-sharing 
between teacher and 
learner.  

● Tuakana, teina 
relationships and 
values. 

● Reciprocal 
relationships. 

● Dialogicity and discussion. 
● Engaging with students’ interpretations of texts 

i.e. listen to how and why they interpret 
● Utilise effective peer teaching models that 

support collaboration during reading 
instruction. 

● Organisation within literacy such as mixed 
ability grouping, support tuakana-teina learning 
relationships. 

● Student peer and self-assessment 
opportunities are planned in literacy. 

● Incorporate Māori 
identity, culture and 
language into 
teaching and day-to-
day practices. 

● Learning reflects 
students and their 
communities - 
authentic learning 
contexts. 

● Community, family and diverse identities are 
reflected in reading opportunities and 
discussions. 

● Include multimodal mirror texts that reflect a 
diverse range of Māori and Pacific worlds, 
values, contexts and languages (e.g. 
contemporary, historic, in NZ, in the Pacific). 

● Invite and support Māori and Pacific learners to 
make meaning and respond to texts in ways 
that may differ from the teacher’s meaning and 
response (but with accountability to the text 
base). 

● Strengths-based 
pedagogy of 
learners. Build on 
community 
experiences and 
knowledge 

● Strengths-based 
pedagogy of 
learners. Build on 
community 
experiences and 
knowledge 

● Use a strengths-based approach to engage 
learners and teach reading comprehension. 

● Use data and evidence to inform teaching and 
inquiry. 

● Deliberately use data, evidence and student 
voice to check assumptions about the learner 
and what they can or can’t do. 

● Use of oral language 
to support literacy 
learning.  

● Use of oral language 
to support literacy 
learning.  Explicitly 
teach and reinforce 
the behaviours 
required for effective 
classroom 
participation and 
engagement 

● To support engagement and learning, plan and 
use oral language to support reading 
comprehension. 

● Explicitly plan for and teach discussion 
participation and engagement. 

● Reading and writing float on a sea of talk. 

● Opportunities to 
share learning 
beyond the class, 
with whānau, hapū, 

● Opportunities to 
share learning 
beyond the class, 
with whānau and 

● Learning is shared beyond the classroom e.g. 
blog, in school communications. 

● Promote actions on the basis of reading e.g. 
community action, performances. 
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iwi. community. 

● High expectations; 
Excellent education 
outcomes.  

● Be aware of low 
expectation practices 
(i.e.streaming) and 
work against these.  

● Be conscious of 
racism experienced 
by Māori. 

● High expectations; 
Excellent education 
outcomes.  

● Be aware of low 
expectation practices 
(i.e., streaming) and 
work against these. 

● High expectations are evident in choice of text, 
level of text and planned learning with text(s). 

● Amplify don’t simplify literacy learning. Scaffold 
students to read more challenging texts in 
deeper ways. 

● Reading grouping reflects high expectations 
e.g. mixed-ability grouping. 

● Themes/realities such as Racism are 
addressed through critically engaging with 
texts and discussion. 

● Highlight how successful Māori and Pacific 
peoples are as poets, writers, song writers, film 
makers through text choices, discussions etc 

● Extra support 
provided for 
struggling learners. 

● Individualised 
teaching.  

● Where needed, 
incorporate proven 
approaches and 
activities for English 
as an additional 
language teaching 
into classroom 
programmes. 

● Ensure equitable opportunities to experience 
instruction that is demonstrably effective 

● Individualised support for literacy learners. 
● Use of ELLP and ESOL effective practice tools  

to support Māori and Pacific learners. 

 

MULTILINGUAL AND BILINGUAL LEARNERS 
Slavin & Cheung’s (2005) review of experimental studies comparing bilingual and 

English-only reading programs for English language learners concludes that 

although the number of high-quality studies is small, existing evidence favours 

bilingual approaches, especially paired bilingual strategies that teach reading in the 

native language and English at different times each day. There was a median effect 

size of 0.45 in favour of bilingual approaches.  

Lowman, Fitzgerald, Rapira, & Clark (2007) used an action research model to 

investigate how students’ English literacy skills could help improve their Māori 

literacy. They employed three key strategies: schema development, using English 

as a problem-solving tool and using English as a processing tool. Teachers 

employed a schema strategy in the form of a brainstorm when introducing tasks. 

Rather than restrict input to only Māori words and phrases, students were 

encouraged to contribute ideas, knowledge, and experiences in any language. When 

presented with a task in Māori requiring deep or wide thinking, which was difficult 

for them, students were explicitly told that they could use English to discuss the 

issue for a set time period at the end of which they would be required to give their 

responses in Māori. Students and teachers reported that the quality and depth of 

students’ Māori had increased and that there had been improvement in their ability 

to express and understand complex ideas. 

Cummins (2017;2019) argues that creative translation activities and 

“translanguaging” support learning about communication in both the first language 

and second language. Translanguaging involves students receiving curriculum 

content input in one language and outputting it in another mode or genre in 
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another language. When translanguaging was used as part of a literacy intervention 

with Pasifika learners,  teachers realised that they held limiting beliefs about their 

children’s language and literacy capabilities and had not previously valued or 

utilised the linguistic resources that Pasifika learners were bringing with them to 

school (Siʻilata, Dreaver, Parr, Timperley, & Meissel, 2012).  

BEING INCLUSIVE OF NEURO DIVERSE LEARNERS 
Neurodiversity is a broad term that is used to encompass a wide range of specific, 

non-specific, hidden and/or undetermined diagnoses that include but may not be 

limited to: Learning (intellectual) and/or Developmental Disability Communication 

Disorders, autism or Autism Spectrum Disorder, Attention Deficit/Hyperactivity 

Disorder; Specific Learning Disorders; Traumatic Brain Injury; and or Foetal Alcohol 

Syndrome Disorders (Mirfin-Veitch, Jalota, & Schmidt, 2020). The literature review 

conducted for the Ministry of Education (Mirfin-Veitch, Jalota, & Schmidt, 2020) 

stressed the importance of safe, welcoming and inclusive classrooms where 

difference was seen positively rather than as a deficit. Practices identified in that 

review as effective in supporting the reading of neuro diverse learners were: using 

organisers to assist with enhancing reading comprehension; repeated reading to 

improve oral reading fluency in students; asking students to summarise and answer 

questions about the text; making students aware of the important areas to focus on 

within the text before they start reading; coming up with creative ways to discuss 

the text; and story mapping to improve students’ ability to identify, organise, and 

analyse story elements.  

Our review shows explicit structure-based and strategy-based instruction to be 

particularly effective for neuro diverse learners. For example, El Zein, Solis, 

Vaughn, & McCulley (2014 found some neuro diverse learners also benefit from 

explicit instruction in anaphoric resolution where they replace pronouns with the 

name of the person or thing. Other studies have shown explicit instruction in 

perspective-taking to be of benefit to children with autism-related issues. 

FOSTERING READING MOTIVATION 
Intervention studies for motivation in reading, especially those that report 

comprehension and motivational outcomes, are relatively rare. Guthrie and 

Humenick (2004) conducted a meta-analysis of 22 experimental or quasi-

experimental studies with motivational outcomes including interest, intrinsic 

motivation, enjoyment, and behavioural indicators such as time spent reading or 

studying. They identified four types of effective teaching approach: (a) affording 

students choice (effect size=.95) (b) providing high-interest text (effect size=1.2) 

(c) providing meaningful conceptual goals for reading (effect size= .70) (d) 

providing social collaboration versus individual work (effect size=.50). A more 

recent systematic review and meta-analysis (McBreen & Savage, 2020) identified 

self-regulatory instruction, instruction aiming to promote reading interest or value, 

and instruction aimed at retraining students’ attributions to help them adopt a 

flexible mindset as effective for both motivation and comprehension.  
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Meta-analyses and systematic reviews have identified the following evidence as 

having positive effects on students’ motivation and reading comprehension: 

providing relevant meaningful goals for reading; high interest texts; open and 

challenging tasks; student choice; collaboration; attribution training, and; success 

(Guthrie & Humenick, 2004; McBreen & Savage, 2020; Turner & Paris, 1995). The 

results from the studies suggest that addressing both motivational and skills-based 

components of reading during instruction is more effective than only targeting 

reading skills. 

PROVIDING RELEVANT AND MEANINGFUL GOALS FOR READING 
It is well established that motivation and comprehension are affected by the 

reader’s goals and purpose for reading (e.g., Narvaez, van den Broek, & Ruiz, 

1999; Zhang & Duke, 2008). Students are more motivated to read when they have 

a clear purpose for reading. Motivation and comprehension are enhanced when the 

reader has a mastery goal pursuit, such as a desire to understand text content 

deeply. Duke (2020) combines the words comprehension and action in her 

neologism compreaction to emphasise this notion of reading being an action 

undertaken for a purpose such as to be amused or to understand an issue or 

concept.  

In their meta-analysis of strategy instruction interventions, Okkinga et al.(2018) 

found that the only single strategy that stood out as more effective than others was 

that of setting reading goals and reflecting on these critically before reading.  

Turner & Paris (1995) identified that students were more motivated to engage in 

learning about reading strategies when instruction was framed in terms of goals 

related to the construction of meaning rather than on the strategies themselves. 

Goldman, Snow, & Vaughn (2016) identified a focus on student engagement with 

topics and texts as a key goal of three Reading for Understanding programmes they 

reviewed. Each of the projects established an explicit purpose for reading that went 

beyond answering short-answer questions on a worksheet or passing an end of unit 

test. Rather, they established purpose through key questions or explicit unit goals 

connected to students’ lives. Abstract or remote topics were introduced in ways that 

helped students make connections to their own lives and made them accessible 

using videos, photos, or other sources of background information or with discussion 

designed to activate relevant prior knowledge. 

Reading is made relevant when the content of reading and reading instruction is 

linked to students’ own goals and experiences. One procedure for linking reading to 

an immediate experience is by connecting text to a hands-on activity such as 

science inquiry or Readers’ Theater (Guthrie & Humenick, 2004; McBreen & Savage, 

2020). Relevance is also easier to achieve when students are reading a connected 

set of texts to develop understanding of a concept over time (Guthrie et al., 2004). 

In contrast, when students must read texts on totally diverse topics it is much more 

difficult to establish relevance.  
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Goals for reading do not have to be goals for the individual. Many students, 

particularly Māori and Pacific students, may be more motivated when achieving the 

goal for reading has benefits for their peers (e.g. the group they are working with 

or their class), their whānau, community, or even the planet. Framing reading goals 

as collective rather than individualistic may be particularly important for Māori and 

Pacific learners. Working collaboratively to achieve group rather than individual 

goals is a key tenet of cooperative learning discussed below. 

Lai and colleagues (2009) also identified instances where students were confused 

about what they were required to do and recommended deliberate acts of teaching 

to raise students’ awareness of the goals and formats of classroom activities and 

the relevance of their existing skills and knowledge to these activities. 

 

SUCCESS 
Reading is an active and effortful undertaking. Readers will only expend effort in 

reading if they believe those efforts will be rewarded, that is, if they persist, they 

can, with effort, make meaning from the text to achieve their reading goals. 

Students are unlikely to enjoy a task they cannot perform adequately. Repeated 

frustration because texts and tasks are too difficult will likely be demotivating. 

Being able to perform a task successfully is a powerful motivator for engaging in 

future tasks (Scott & Nagy, 2004). Success breed success. However, success that 

feels undeserved because it required little effort (because the text or task were too 

simple) will not build motivation. There is then a difficult ‘sweet spot’ to achieve 

between reading texts and tasks that are too simple and too frustrating. One of the 

key principles of scaffolding is that students should be supported by teachers and 

peers to comprehend harder texts, and more deeply, than they could 

independently. Scaffolding reading tasks so that students experience success for 

their hard work is important for developing self-efficacy. 

A distinction has long been made between instruction that supports the 

comprehension of a particular text, and instruction that has the goal of developing 

comprehension abilities which will transfer to students' reading of other texts they 

will read in the future (Tierney & Cunningham, 1984a). The two are related but 

different. The focus of this review is on developing students’ ability to read 

independently. After all, students will not always have a knowledgeable and 

generous teacher by their side to scaffold future reading tasks. Nevertheless, 

supporting students to comprehend texts in the immediate classroom context is a 

key component of effective comprehension instruction. This is most commonly 

theorised in terms of Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development (Vygotsky, van der 

Veer, Valsiner, & Prout, 1994) whereby teaching actions serve to bridge the gap 

between what students can comprehend independently and what they can 

comprehend with the support of a more expert other. Supporting students to 

comprehend harder texts is also important for ensuring students experience 
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success in their reading which is important for continued motivation and 

engagement.  

Supporting reading actions are often classified as before, during and after reading 

activities. Before reading, students’ ability to comprehend a challenging text will be 

greater when the teacher provides pre-reading activities to build students’ relevant 

background knowledge, by pre-teaching challenging items of vocabulary students 

will encounter in the text by activating students’ prior knowledge (including by 

analogy), through the use of advance organisers, by providing students with 

objectives before they read, and through the use of pre-tests and pre-questions. It 

will be important that success in the context of motivation is framed in culturally 

appropriate ways. For example Māori and Pacific students may have different 

criteria for what success is that other students. 

 

OPEN AND CHALLENGING TASKS 
In an influential earlier study, Turner and Paris (1995) found that the nature of 

tasks that teachers provided had the most influence on reading motivation. Open 

tasks, where students had some control over product and process, were more 

motivating than closed tasks whereby students had little control and few choices. 

More recently, Powell, McIntyre, & Rightmyer (2006) analysed reading activities 

where children were off-task using Turner and Paris’s (1995) frame. In low-

engagement settings, tasks were most often closed, student choice was almost 

non-existent, nearly 70% of the tasks were judged to be too easy, and the majority 

of tasks focused on non-authentic activities and/or isolated skills rather than 

meaning. Designing opportunities for students to participate in activities that 

promote speaking, critical discussions, advocacy, media literacy with digital 

elements has the potential to empower students (Fletcher et al., 2009; Hohepa, 

2008) . These literacy activities can offer multiple modes and opportunities for 

expressing themselves, developing confidence in using images, sound, music and 

language(s) (Hobbs, 2010; Mills & Unsworth, 2018).  

Walqui (2006) refers, particularly in the context of English language learners, to the 

benefits of “text re-presentation” for both motivation and comprehension. Text re-

presentation tasks are those that require students to read, comprehend and create a 

new text in response to a read text, that is, to transform the linguistic constructions 

in one genre into forms used in another genre. For example, students might re-write 

an information text as a poem, or rewrite a scene from a play as a short story, or 

create an animation, or develop a play, or create a board- or computer-game, based 

on a written text. In changing the mode of the text, students have to engage deeply 

with the original text, as well as think carefully about the features of the new mode 

or genre. Completing creative tasks like these require deep engagement with the text 

and will likely foster motivation, particularly if students have choice of mode for their 

re-presentation. Making links between the written, oral and visual strands seem to 

be a potentially powerful way of engaging students with text as they require students 
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to engage with texts at a deeper level. They sit very much in contrast with the 

preponderance of short-answer questions as a means to engage with reading- which 

can encourage the use of “search and destroy” methods in which students do not 

read the text before answering (Nicholson, 1998).  

However, while these creative approaches have potential to improve reading 

comprehension, we have not been able to locate studies where this is has been 

demonstrated convincingly, apart from Readers Theatre, which is mainly geared 

towards fluency rather than comprehension. We concur with Fraser and colleagues 

that, “Some arts-based international practices fall more into the “good idea” 

category rather than in the realm of research-based practice” (Fraser, Aitken, Price, 

& Whyte, 2012, p. 3). We identified two US doctoral theses that implemented 

interventions using theatre-based approaches to improve reading comprehension 

but neither had a positive impact on comprehension. Eyerly (2017) implemented 

“theatre-infused instruction” for teaching reading with a group of 6-8 grade 

students at a Florida independent school but found no statistical difference in the 

post-intervention scores of a control group of students who had covered the same 

material using a traditional instructional design. Niederdeppe (2009) employed 

theatre instruction in an afterschool reading program and improvements in reading 

comprehension were again not statistically significant. The deep engagement with 

written text that is associated with drama for example has potential to build 

comprehension but there is a need for stronger empirical evidence. Such evidence 

would not necessarily use standardised measures if advocates of the approach did 

not judge those constructs of comprehension appropriate to their theory of action; 

many strong approaches have mainly been tested using robust quality researcher 

designed measures in experimental, quasi-experimental and single-subject designs. 

One finding about the importance of task design comes from Hall’s synthesis of 

approaches effective in supporting inferencing (Hall et al., 2017). They found 

evidence that simply giving students opportunities to answer a large number of 

inferential questions after reading was almost as effective an intervention as 

providing strategy instruction about inferencing. This is important because it is 

presumably less time-consuming to provide access to questions than it is to provide 

explicit strategy instruction. 

One of the aspects of literacy instruction (Wilson et al., 2012) observed was what 

they called ‘instructional depth’. They found that literacy instruction in Year 7 

mathematics and science classrooms was dominated by practice tasks (such as 

completing worksheets) and direct teaching of items (e.g. word meanings).  

One of the key affordances of open rather than closed tasks is that they allow 

students greater freedom to construct situation models and allow their 

interpretations of texts to be valued. Open tasks allow students to share their 

knowledge in the class which links to the importance of teachers knowing their 

learner, which is important for all students and is a key principle of effective 

instruction for Māori and Pacific students. 
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STUDENT CHOICE  
Choice is widely acknowledged as a method for enhancing motivation and 

numerous studies have demonstrated that literacy choices enhance both motivation 

and achievement (Guthrie & Humenick, 2004; Guthrie et al., 2004; Marinak, 

Malloy, & Gambrell, 2010). Providing authentic student choices can result in 

increased effort and commitment to reading. Choice can include identifying the 

topic they want to read about, setting goals their own reading goals, choosing what 

texts to read and how they respond to that text after reading (e.g. through writing, 

drama, drawing, talking, or producing a digital learning object).  

COLLABORATION 
Guthrie and colleagues (Guthrie & Humenick, 2004; Guthrie et al., 2004) take 

collaboration to involve not only those social interactions around reading involving 

group work and discussion but students’ prosocial goals for participating in school 

reading activities. Prosocial reading goals include reading in order to do some that 

is of value to one’s community or whānau. The literature supports that collaborative 

structures are most effective when they include team accountability (e.g., teams 

share findings from their reading with other) as well as individual accountability for 

successful comprehension. When these social arrangements are successful, 

students perceive themselves as allies with their partners and team members. 

Feeling that they belong to a group enables students to undertake challenging tasks 

more confidently than if reading is a purely isolated endeavour (Wentzel, 2005). 

There is extensive evidence supporting forms of cooperative learning in which 

students work in small groups to help one another master reading skills and in 

which the success of the team depends on the individual learning of each team 

member (Slavin, Cheung, Groff, & Lake, 2008; Slavin, Lake, Chambers, Cheung, & 

Davis, 2009). Cole’s (2014) meta-analysis of 28 studies found a positive effect for 

peer-mediated instruction (which included cooperative learning, collaborative 

learning and peer tutoring) over individualised and teacher-centred approached 

(effect size=.473) for English Language Learners. (Puzio & Colby, 2013)’s meta-

analysis of instructional interventions using cooperative and collaborative activity 

structures found a positive effect on reading comprehension of .20 which may seem 

low but is important given they used standardized assessments only which are 

harder to shift than researcher-designed measures are.   

As well as having benefits for student motivation, collaborating with others, rather 

than working individually, contributes to a language-rich environment with a lot of 

oral talk. This is important for all learners but is particularly important for English 

Language Learners. Collaboration is a key principle underpinning effective 

instruction for Māori and Pacific learners. 

SELF-REGULATION AND ATTRIBUTION TRAINING 
In the reading motivation studies that made up the meta-analysis by McBreen & 

Savage (2020) the most frequently used approach was self-regulatory instruction 

where students were supported to use cognitive and metacognitive strategies, and 
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to plan, monitor, and evaluate their learning and motivation. Other studies 

supported students to see success or failure as being due to factors within their 

control. For example, by teaching them to recognize positive vs negative self-talk, 

or through providing process-oriented feedback. This is consistent with a line of 

research where students are supported to see intelligence and competencies such 

as reading comprehension as flexible rather than fixed and which can be changed 

through hard work (Dweck, 1999).  

REWARDS 
Teachers sometimes seek to promote motivation by offering rewards for reading or 

displaying desirable learning behaviours. There are risks that extrinsic rewards 

undermine intrinsic motivation by sending a message that reading and achieving 

goals through reading are not of sufficient value in themselves. It is preferable then 

that reading is positioned as an enjoyable and/or worthwhile activity that is 

rewarding in itself. Marinak and Gambrell (2008) identified that the use of rewards 

can be motivating when those rewards are closely related to reading, such as 

providing books, increased time for self-selected reading, or more library time. On 

the other hand, some teachers still set students literacy tasks (such as copying 

sections of a text or writing lines or additional homework) as a consequence for 

poor behaviour or effort. Such approaches should clearly be avoided because they 

send the wrong message.  

SUMMARY 
Of course, as well as these factors there are harder-to-quantify factors that are 

unlikely to appear in meta-analyses, but which students and teachers know are 

motivating when they experience them in class. Almost all the studies and 

synthesises we reviewed of approaches effective in improving comprehension, even 

those that did not have an explicit focus on motivation, made reference to these 

less tangible features of engaging classrooms using terms such as “interesting”, 

“enjoyable”, “fun” and “stimulating”. While less tangible, these features are clearly 

no less important. 

 

GROUPING STUDENTS FOR READING INSTRUCTION 
Compared with their peers in most other English-language countries, PIRLs 2016 

showed that New Zealand teachers were more likely to teach reading to children in 

same ability groups and less likely to teach reading to the whole class 

(Chamberlain, 2019). 

A number of earlier meta-analyses showed that grouped instruction was superior to 

whole-class or non-grouped instruction in promoting student learning (Kulik, 1992; 

Lou et al., 1996; Slavin, 1987). For example Kulik (1992) reviewed eleven studies 

of within-class grouping from second to eighth grades and reported higher overall 

achievement levels in mathematics and reading for students grouped within 

classes, compared to their counterparts without grouping (mean effect size = 
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+.25).   More recently, Vaughn and colleagues (2003) explored the effects of three 

groups of one, three or 10 students per teacher on reading outcomes for second 

grade struggling readers. All students received the same reading intervention for 

the same number of sessions and made significant gains. Both 1:1 and 1:3 were 

significantly more effective than 1:10 on measures of phoneme segmentation, 

fluency and comprehension but 1:1 was not superior to 1:3 on any outcome 

measure. 

Perhaps the most controversial issue in grouping is whether small groups should be 

made up of students who are homogeneous (similar) or heterogeneous (dissimilar) 

in terms of ability. The evidence on this is still mixed. A meta-analysis by Lou et al. 

(1996) found 12 studies that compared the effects of homogeneous grouping to 

heterogeneous grouping across a range of subjects. Overall there was a small 

positive effect of homogeneous grouping overall, but low-achieving students were 

found to learn more in heterogeneous than homogeneous groups. Murphy and 

colleagues (2017) randomly assigned fourth- and fifth-grade students (N = 62) to 

either a homogeneous or heterogeneous ability group for small-group discussions 

to promote high-level comprehension through Quality Talk. Results indicated 

heterogeneous ability grouping was more beneficial than homogeneous ability 

grouping for high-level comprehension, on average, with low-ability students 

struggling more in homogeneous grouping. Importantly though, low- ability 

students were less engaged in heterogeneous groups, and their contributions about 

the texts appeared to be less valued than those of other students.  

Buttaro Jr & Catsambis (2019) conducted a longitudinal study of 7,800 students 

tracked from kindergarten through first, third, fifth, and eighth grades. They found 

that students’ ability group placements in the early grades evolved into divergent 

educational paths that grew further apart with multiple years of grouping. Students 

placed in high-ability reading groups in the early grades achieved more highly in 

later grades than similar students who were ungrouped in the early grades. 

Likewise, students placed in low-ability groups in the early grades had lower test 

scores than similar students who were ungrouped in the early grades. Achievement 

gaps between previously grouped and ungrouped students increase with every 

additional year of exposure to ability grouping. 

There are benefits and challenges with both types of grouping. The evidence about 

the potentially adverse effects of ability grouping on struggling readers is strong 

enough to recommend that students should be grouped in mixed ability groups at 

least some of the time. However, the differential effects of explicit strategy 

instruction for students of different abilities suggest that flexible ability grouping on 

the basis of specific identified need is also warranted. Clearly, schools and teachers 

need to make very careful decisions about the best forms of grouping to achieve 

particular purposes and to be very cognisant of the potentially negative effects of 

both forms. 
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SCAFFOLDING AND THE GRADUAL RELEASE OF RESPONSIBILITY 
A central tenet of socio-cultural theory is that learning is most effective when it 

takes place within the Zone of Proximal Development which Vygotsky defined as, 

‘the distance between the actual developmental level as determined by independent 

problem solving and the level of potential development as determined through 

problem solving under adult guidance or in collaboration with more capable peers’ 

(Vygotsky, 1978, p. 86; Walqui, 2006). According to Wood, Bruner, and Ross 

(1976), scaffolding is the process by which an adult or more expert other assists a 

child or novice to solve a problem or carry out a task, the result of which may lead 

to “the development of task competence by the learner that would far outstrip (the 

learner’s) unassisted efforts” (p. 90).  

In terms of reading comprehension this means that students will benefit most from 

instruction that is pitched at a level above their independent reading level but which 

is still within the range of what they can comprehend with support from teachers or 

peers. A key challenge of scaffolding is achieving the “just right” balance that sits 

between too little and too much support. This is nicely captured by Athanases & de 

Oliveira (Athanases & de Oliveira, 2014): “Alumni (school leavers) come back and 

tell us, “You held our hand too much.” Students we have tell us, “You don’t hold my 

hand enough”.  

Brownfield & Wilkinson (2018) identify three key theoretical tenets that underpin 

the metaphor of scaffolding: intersubjectivity, contingent support, and release of 

responsibility to the learner. Intersubjectivity involves the “meeting of minds” 

(McNaughton, 2002), that is, the interactions between the child and the teacher to 

identify what needs to be achieved and what support is needed to achieve this. 

Support must be contingent meaning the level and kind of assistance provided by 

the teacher will vary depending on the performance of the child. Release of 

responsibility involves fading of support as the child gain competence.  

This notion can be described as a “gradual release of responsibility” to the learner, 

a term first used by Pearson and Gallagher (1983) to describe a model of 

instruction in which the responsibility for a task begins with the teacher and, 

through joint participation and guided practice, shifts to the student until they 

become solely responsible for applying what is learned. In this model, the balance 

of responsibility for applying a new skill or strategy shifts gradually from the 

teacher to the student. In the first stages of learning a new strategy or skill the 

teacher assumes more responsibility as she explicitly explains and models its use. 

The students, over time, take on more and more responsibility for its use until they 

are using it independently. Importantly, the model then cycles back to the 

beginning as the teacher again assumes more responsibility for introducing new 

skills and strategies, or for supporting students to use existing skills and strategies 

with new types, or more difficult, texts (Pearson & Gallagher, 1983). 

Clearly, the preference is for students to engage with texts by reading them 

themselves with support from their teachers. However, there are a range of 
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compensatory approaches that make text more comprehensible for students and 

which will be appropriate for some learners with specific, identified disabilities or 

learning needs. 

Wood, Moxley, Tighe, & Wagner (2018) investigated the effects of a range of 

compensatory approaches on the reading comprehension of students with dyslexia, 

reading disabilities, and other learning disabilities. The effects of text-to-speech and 

related read-aloud  tools  indicate  that  oral  presentation  of  text  for  students  

with  disabilities  helps  their  reading  comprehension  test  scores (effect 

size=.35) which is very consistent with results from the synthesis by Buzick & 

Stone (2014). Another feature of texts that can enhance comprehensibility is the 

inclusion of graphics (Guo, Zhang, Wright, & McTigue, 2020) (effect size=.39). This 

suggests one way to amplify texts is to include those with quality graphics or for 

the teacher to “amplify” existing texts with illustrations and other graphics. 

It will clearly be important for teachers to be judicious in their use of such 

accommodations as the ideal situation of course is to build students’ capability to 

read texts independently. There are obvious limitations with such approaches, 

particularly that read-alouds restrict reading speed to oral rather than sight-reading 

speed. Clearly, this is not always possible for all students and compensatory 

approaches can allow students to engage with the same texts as their peers. But 

the goal should be to use these approaches only when the evidence of need is clear 

and ideally only then as a temporary measure while efforts are undertaken to 

address underlying causes of decoding issues. 

INTEGRATING CONTENT-LEARNING WITH READING 
COMPREHENSION INSTRUCTION 
There has been a strong emphasis in the literature on activating prior knowledge 

for reading, but less emphasis on finding ways to build knowledge in support of 

reading comprehension. The research on content-rich instruction is compelling in 

showing that it yields benefits both for students' reading comprehension and their 

content knowledge. Guthrie and colleagues developed such an approach called 

Concept-Oriented Reading Instruction (CORI). CORI has shown positive effects on 

student’s motivation, on comprehension of informational text and subject content 

knowledge. Within a conceptual theme such as animal survival, students generate 

their own questions, collaborate to study topics of interest, and employ reading 

strategies to answer questions in open-ended project-based assignments. In a 

meta-analysis of these studies, Guthrie, McRae, and Klauda (2007) reported mean 

effects sizes in favour of CORI ranging from 0.65 to 0.93 on researcher-developed 

tests of comprehension and 0.91 on standardized tests of comprehension. The 

meta-analysis also showed mean effect sizes of 1.34 on measures of students' 

science knowledge and 1.20 on measures of students' motivation for reading. 

Swanson et al. (2014) conducted a meta-analysis to identify the effect of 

integrating reading instruction with social studies for students with learning 
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disabilities. There were large overall positive effects on  both content and  

comprehension  measures. 

There are numerous benefits for reading by integrating reading instruction with 

content learning. One is the increase in time for reading, a second is the increased 

opportunities to learn about reading (CORI for example integrates strategy 

instruction with content learning). Another is the benefits for motivation. The CORI 

studies are associated increased motivation to read because students engage in 

reading for authentic purposes (to learn new concepts) and because they have 

choices and collaborate to do so. Yet another is the benefits for disciplinary literacy 

as even young students become more familiar with the specialised texts 

characteristic of science and other subjects and learn to read them to achieve 

purposes values in that subject. 

Knowledge is both a predictor and product of reading comprehension. The evidence 

that integrating content and reading instruction is effective for building content as 

well as reading knowledge is therefore very important. This is consistent with 

Kintsch’s model where there is a reciprocal relationship between knowledge and 

comprehension in which knowledge supports comprehension and comprehension 

builds new knowledge through the development of situation models. An implication 

for reading instruction is that students will benefit from approaches where they 

read connected texts to develop knowledge about a particular concept. In that 

situation, a virtuous circle can be created where students’ knowledge about a 

concept builds by reading texts about that concept and, in turn, their 

comprehension of those texts increases because they come to each subsequent text 

with more knowledge than they did before. 

 

 

5. PRACTICES OF EFFECTIVE COMPREHENSION 
INSTRUCTION 

BUILDING AND USING KNOWLEDGE 
Encouraging teachers to activate students’ prior knowledge that is relevant and 

accurate to a text can support students’ comprehension of that text. However, 

activating inaccurate prior knowledge may negatively impact text comprehension 

Van Loon, de Bruin, van Gog, T, & van Merriën-boer, 2013). Also, even when they 

have relevant prior knowledge, some struggling readers need more support to 

integrate background knowledge with information in the text in order to make 

meaning (e.g., Cain et al., 2001). Knowing what prior knowledge to activate is 

crucial. For example, Wilson (2013) found that some high school mathematics 

teachers supported students’ reading of a complex trigonometry word problem by 
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activating prior knowledge of the setting of the text (a ski field), which may have 

interrupted their activation of knowledge that was really relevant (knowledge about 

trigonometry) and therefore made it harder to see beyond the surface features of 

the text to the deeper, abstract and important ideas. Si‘ilata (2019) gives the 

example of a teacher activating students’ prior knowledge before reading a text 

about wind power by having them view the cover which showed a girl in the wind 

with outreached arms. Some of the Pacific children in that class responded with, 

‘It’s about praising the Lord.” They were drawing on their funds of knowledge, 

connecting to the image, to make an inference that the book was about praising 

God, rather than about the power of the wind to generate electricity. It would have 

been more helpful if the teacher had initially supported those children to make prior 

knowledge connections to the deeper schema or underlying theme of the book. 

Activating prior knowledge, without building background knowledge can also 

advantage students whose prior experiences and background knowledge are more 

closely aligned to those featured in school texts. 

Recent studies have moved beyond simply activating prior knowledge before 

reading to more actively supporting students to use that knowledge to make 

inferences (Cervetti & Wright, 2020). For example, Elbro and Buch-Iversen (2013) 

studied sixth grade students who practiced an approach using graphic organizers 

where they first completed boxes called “information from the reader” and 

“information from the text”  and then a box containing the gap-filling inference. 

Results indicated significant benefits to inferencing and reading comprehension 

compared to a business-as-usual control.  

As well as activating students’ prior knowledge (which may or may not be relevant 

and accurate) the literature supports building background knowledge as a means of 

making texts more comprehensible to students. Knowledge that can be developed 

before reading in order to support comprehension includes topic knowledge, domain 

knowledge, cultural knowledge and general world knowledge. Knowledge of text 

structure and text features is also very important – this is addressed in a separate 

section. Topic knowledge is most closely related to the specific topic of the text 

(e.g., knowledge about Matariki when reading a text about Matariki celebrations), 

whereas domain knowledge is generally operationalized as knowledge that is 

related to the broader discipline or context in which the text’s topic belongs (e.g., 

knowledge of Māoritanga). General world knowledge has also shown positive effects 

on comprehension, particularly comprehension of expository text. 

A reader’s level of knowledge relevant to a text affects their comprehension of that 

text and instruction focused on building content knowledge can have a positive 

effect on reading. Studies with readers of all ages have shown that having relevant 

knowledge can be a better predictor of reading comprehension than general reading 

comprehension ability (Cervetti & Wright, 2020). For example, Recht and Leslie 

(1988) studied the impact of baseball knowledge and comprehension ability on 

middle school students’ comprehension of a baseball story. Students with high prior 
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knowledge about baseball performed better than those with low baseball knowledge 

on a range of comprehension tasks. Importantly, reading ability did not compensate 

for low knowledge, but high knowledge did compensate for low reading ability.  

Studies have demonstrated that cultural knowledge is an important type of 

knowledge that supports students’ text comprehension. For example, Bell and Clark 

studied 109 first through fourth grade African American students who listened to 

texts with black characters and themes consistent with sociocultural experiences of 

African Americans, or texts with white characters and traditional Euro-American 

themes. Students showed better recall and comprehension of texts with black 

characters and African American themes. Kelley et al. (2015) studied seventh grade 

students who self-identified as Hispanic or multi-racial with Hispanic origins, as they 

read a culturally familiar text and a culturally unfamiliar passage. Students 

performed better on recall and comprehension questions when reading the 

culturally familiar text. In addition, students had higher self-efficacy when reading 

the culturally familiar text compared to the unfamiliar text. 

A clear implication is that it is important for students to have opportunities to read 

texts they have knowledge about, including cultural knowledge. This has the 

potential to re-position struggling readers as capable readers in the context of 

particular texts and therefore disrupt self-fulfilling expectations. 

Gutiérrez (2008) proposed the Third Space theory of instruction. The first two 

spaces are the social worlds of marginalized students and the classroom which are 

different in terms of status, power relations, and the language and literacies that 

are valued. The third space is one where students bring their stores of background 

knowledge, understandings and readings of their worlds, their languages 

(discourses and participant structures of interaction), and their literacies. Lee 

(2020) developed an approach for high school English classes called Cultural 

Modelling that builds on the language, knowledge and skills that students from 

marginalized communities bring with them to school. In a now classic study, Lee 

(1993) implemented an intervention to explore how teachers could leverage off an 

African American social discourse known as “signifying” as a scaffold for teaching 

skills in literary interpretation. Signifying is a way of talking/wordplay common in 

some Black communities that employs insults and colourful, figurative language in 

the service of humour e.g. “Your mama is so dumb she thinks a quarterback is a 

refund.” Signifying involves knowledge about symbolism, irony, innuendo, 

hyperbole, and other literary devices and therefore is a bridge that could help 

disadvantaged black students build on their own expertise in a particular dialect and 

comprehend complex literary works they encounter in the classroom. In New 

Zealand, Si’ilata (2014) has suggested using “Pasifika literacy practices” to build on 

the student’s strengths, advocating for examples such as “text memorisation, 

recitation, choral reading; use of metaphor, song, and humour” (p.74). 
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BACKGROUND KNOWLEDGE HAS AFFORDANCES FOR 
DEVELOPING VOCABULARY AND TEXT STRUCTURE KNOWLEDGE, 
AND STRATEGY INSTRUCTION 
As well as supporting readers’ comprehension of texts, having relevant background 

knowledge has affordances for learning about vocabulary, text features and 

comprehension strategies. Several studies have demonstrated that strong 

background knowledge of a text supports higher rates of incidental vocabulary 

learning while reading. Background knowledge about the topic of a text can also 

support strategy learning. In one study (Gaultney, 1995), boys who were struggling 

readers but knew a lot about baseball were trained in the comprehension strategy 

of asking “why” questions using either baseball stories or non-baseball stories. The 

boys trained using baseball stories demonstrated better knowledge of the new 

strategy and asked more why questions in both proximal and distal post-tests. 

A likely explanation is that when students have background knowledge about the 

text they can dedicate more of their attentional resources to the new strategies, 

vocabulary and knowledge about texts that they are learning. 

This suggests the importance of teaching reading in the context of conceptually 

integrated units of work that develop their background knowledge as well as the 

importance of including texts where background knowledge from prior school and 

out-of-school experience is prominent. 

A potentially important finding in a recent study (Coiro, 2021) is that prior 

knowledge of the topic played less of a role in reading online than it did when 

reading in print. What mattered more was digital literacy (such as being able to use 

search engines effectively) presumably because readers with low prior knowledge of 

a topic but high prior knowledge of the internet could use that knowledge to 

address gaps in their topic knowledge as they impeded comprehension. If further 

studies confirm this effect, there are important implications for teaching students 

how to harness the affordances of the internet to fill gaps in background knowledge 

and thereby improve their own ability to comprehend texts about less familiar 

topics. 

 

SUMMARY 
Building knowledge through reading, knowledge is both a predictor and product of 

reading comprehension. This is consistent with Kintsch’s model where there is a 

reciprocal relationship between knowledge and comprehension in which knowledge 

supports comprehension and comprehension builds new knowledge through the 

development of situation models. An implication for reading instruction is that 

students will benefit from approaches where they read connected texts to develop 

knowledge about a particular concept. In that situation, a virtuous circle can be 

created where students’ knowledge about a concept builds by reading texts about 
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that concept and, in turn, their comprehension of those texts increases because 

they come to each subsequent text with more knowledge than they did before. 

 

Developing vocabulary and word consciousness 
Developing knowledge of the meaning of specific words and teaching strategies for 

learning new word meanings are prominent features of most reading programmes. 

The focus on vocabulary is unsurprising given the many studies that have identified 

a correlational relationship between vocabulary knowledge and reading 

comprehension. Logically, children will need to know the words they encounter in 

written texts in order to understand those texts (Elleman, Lindo, Morphy, & 

Compton, 2009). The size of children’s vocabulary knowledge is strongly related to 

how well they will come to understand what they read (Stahl & Nagy, 2006) and 

classic studies (Stanovich, 2009) have shown a substantial relationship between 

vocabulary size at school entry and reading comprehension in later years. The 

reciprocal hypothesis about the relationship between vocabulary and 

comprehension emphasises the importance of wide reading for vocabulary 

development. It is estimated that children learn between 2,000 and 3,000 new 

words per year (Stahl & Nagy, 2006) and most of that growth occurs incidentally 

and incrementally over time through multiple exposures of words in varied 

contexts. With each successive encounter, children gain a deeper understanding of 

a word’s meaning (Stanovich & Cunningham, 1993). With a deeper understanding 

of words and expanded vocabulary, children are better able to understand what 

they read which leads to increases in text exposure. In this way, vocabulary and 

comprehension have a reciprocal causal relationship as exemplified in Stanovich’s 

(1986) “Matthew Effects”.  

Meta-analyses by Elleman, Lindo, Morphy, & Compton (2009), Wright & Cervetti 

(2017), Silverman, Johnson, Keane, & Khanna  all found moderate-to-large positive 

effects of vocabulary training on comprehension assessed with custom researcher 

measures but only small effects of between 0.08  and 0.10 on standardized 

comprehension outcomes. A very similar patterns was evident in Hall’s review of 

vocabulary studies specifically related to English Language Learners (Hall et al., 

2017) which found a moderate average effect of vocabulary instruction (effect 

size=0.43) across unstandardized reading measures but no effect (effect 

size=0.01) on standardized reading measures. The meta-analysis by Elleman et.al 

(2009), students identified as having reading problems made more than three 

times the gains in comprehension than other students.  

As well as the reviews that focused specifically on vocabulary-related interventions, 

many of the effective interventions reviewed in the synthesises included at least 

some vocabulary-related components (Baye, Inns, Lake, & Slavin, 2019; Cisco & 

Padrón, 2012; Huddle, Hosp, & Watt, 2017; Wanzek, Wexler, Vaughn, & Ciullo, 

2010). For example, in their meta-analysis of reading instruction for English 

learners in the middle grades (C. Hall et al., 2017) identified that all included 
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studies engaged students in intensive vocabulary instruction that took place over 

time, with multiple exposures to target words. Common features of effective 

interventions in their review were that they encouraged students to apply 

knowledge of word meanings across multiple contexts, use words in expressive 

language and in writing, and explore nuances in word meanings. 

There is strong evidence that teaching students the meanings of words in a 

particular text prior to reading it increases their ability to comprehend that 

particular text. A key finding from the meta-analysis by Wright & Cervetti (2017) 

was that teaching of word meanings overwhelmingly supported comprehension of 

text containing the target words. Vocabulary training in target words has been 

shown to increase comprehension of texts with those words for all groups of 

students – including native speakers, minority students, English language learners, 

and students with a range of learning disabilities. Even limited vocabulary 

instruction (i.e., less than one minute per word) is better than no vocabulary 

instruction (Cervetti & Wright, 2020).  

The main explanation for why teaching new words does not transfer to more 

generalised measures of comprehension is that it is unrealistic, given the mass of 

possible words readers might encounter, to directly teach all of them. Some have 

argued that the “generalized comprehension” construct should not be used in 

education because comprehension is always situated and never generic. As such, 

teaching specific word meanings with the goal of improving comprehension of all 

texts may be an unrealistic goal. 

 

WORD CONSCIOUSNESS 
Word learning involves more than knowing definitions. Word consciousness is 

defined as interest in and awareness of words. It goes beyond simply 

understanding knowing word meanings but understanding the structure of words 

(morphological awareness) and that words have synonyms and antonyms and 

connotations and can be used in figurative as well as literal ways. It also 

encompasses knowing about register (e.g. how words can denote degrees of 

formality) and how uses of words are different in different modes (e.g. reading 

versus listening) (Scott & Nagy, 2004). Fully knowledgeable use of words includes 

more than understanding in reading and listening, but also productive use in 

speaking and writing. Thus developing vocabulary knowledge requires not only 

increasing breadth (numbers of words) but also increasing depth (more information 

about each word) (Wilson, Jesson, & McNaughton, 2013).  

Procedures for teaching specific words include memory techniques such as the ‘key 

word method’ which entails learners constructing an interactive visual image 

between the new word and a familiar word that shares some common features 

(Pressley et al., 2007). Whereas some words can be learned effectively this way, 

Baumann et al. (2003) question whether students would be able to retain 

mnemonic keys for large numbers of words, and whether the strategy would 
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become tiresome over time. Providing students with definitions is another 

procedure but traditional dictionaries are poor tools for learning the meanings of 

words by themselves (Scott et al., 2008). However, providing definitions becomes 

more effective when combined with other active processing such as adding 

contextual information, writing, or rich manipulation of words (Blachowicz et al., 

2006). A key finding from the meta-analysis by Wright & Cervetti (2017) was that 

instruction that focused on active processing of target words was more effective 

than a definition or a dictionary method. 

A number of multi component programmes place more emphasis on deep 

understanding of words. Interactive techniques which increase depth of learning 

include requiring students to make semantic connections among words and 

explaining the connections.  In addition, self-selection of words to study also results 

in increased word learning, arguably through increased student engagement 

(Blachowicz et al., 2006). 

 

WORD-SOLVING STRATEGIES 
It is inevitable that students will come across novel words in texts (Scott & Nagy, 

2004; Scott, Nagy, & Flinspach, 2008). Thus, some researchers advocate teaching 

word learning strategies that students can use to take the most advantage of 

contextual and morphological information available. Scott and colleagues (2008) 

also advocate the need for flexible strategy use coordinated with a high level of 

comprehension monitoring. The specific vocabulary strategy of morphological 

analysis, especially when part of a more general multi component ‘word 

consciousness’ program, has been shown to benefit comprehension (Baumann et 

al., 2003) and science and social studies learning (Harmon, Hedrick & Wood, 2005). 

However, one recent meta-analysis (Wright & Cervetti, 2017) found no empirical 

evidence that instruction in one or two word meanings strategies (e.g., 

morphological or context clues) impacted generalized comprehension. Although 

students typically learned the strategy or strategies that were the focus of the 

intervention, these effects did not transfer to measures of comprehension. The 

effects of morphological instruction may be more positive for English Language 

Learners and students with reading difficulties than they are for other students. For 

example, Goodwin & Ahn (2013) found no significant effect on reading 

comprehension (d=0.09) but an earlier meta-analysis they conducted (Goodwin & 

Ahn, 2010) that focused only on students with reading difficulties, including 

students with learning disabilities and English Language Learners, found a small 

positive effect (effect size=.24). 

 

VOCABULARY TEACHING IN NZ CLASSROOMS 
There is limited evidence about patterns of vocabulary teaching in NZ primary 

schools. Compared with their peers in most other English-language countries, PIRLs 
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2016 showed that New Zealand teachers were less likely to  teach new vocabulary 

systematically (Chamberlain, 2019). Lai and colleagues (2009) in their study of a 

literacy intervention in a cluster of low decile schools in South Auckland found high 

rates of explicit instruction about vocabulary overall, but that focus was mostly on 

technical and topic-related words with little focus on literary or academic words of 

idiomatic usage, figurative language, and familiar words used in unfamiliar ways. 

Wilson et al. (2012) used a measure of teachers’ pedagogical content knowledge 

and classroom observations to investigate literacy teaching in science and 

mathematics classrooms in Year 7, 9 and 10.  The teachers, including the Year 7 

teachers, knew and taught much more about subject specific vocabulary than they 

did about other aspects of literacy and language. However, there was less evidence 

that teachers discriminated between receptive and productive vocabulary learning, 

and teachers did not always seem to distinguish ‘to understand’ subject vocabulary 

from ‘to use’ that vocabulary. There was also less evidence that teachers had 

strategies for identifying which words would be most productive or catalytic to 

teach or were aware of everyday words that had specialised uses. 

 

SUMMARY 
Despite limited evidence of transfer to standardised assessments of reading 

comprehension, there is strong evidence that vocabulary instruction should be a 

key component of instructional programmes to improve reading comprehension. 

The strong evidence of the salutary effects of even briefly teaching or discussing 

potentially challenging words in a text before reading warrants this as a key part of 

pre-reading activities. Because pre-teaching vocabulary increases the 

comprehensibility of the text, it is important both for students’ motivation to read 

and their comprehension. Although the reviews tended not to disambiguate the 

various components of vocabulary instruction, it is important that vocabulary 

instruction goes beyond word meanings. A broader construct such as word 

consciousness may be a helpful way of supporting teachers to consider vocabulary 

in richer and more comprehensive ways. Translanguaging opportunities in which 

speakers of other languages translate texts from their home language into English 

and vice versa are potentially powerful ways of valuing their home languages and 

using these as rich resources for language development. 

DEVELOPING KNOWLEDGE OF TEXT STRUCTURE 
AND FEATURES 
Written texts use structures, and features such as punctuation, headings, and 

graphical elements that are not found in a purely oral language environment. This 

is one of the important reasons why decoding and oral language proficiency alone 

are not sufficient conditions for developing reading comprehension.  
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There is strong evidence that instruction to develop knowledge of text structure and 

structure-based summarisation can be highly effective in promoting reading 

comprehension. This is particularly the case for students with a wide range of 

learning disabilities (Garwood, Brunsting, & Fox, 2014; Kim, Linan‐Thompson, & 

Misquitta, 2012; Roberts et al., 2020; Solis et al., 2012).  

Readers can use text structure to understand how the important ideas of a text are 

inter-related. Meyer and Ray (2011) identify three main benefits of instruction 

about text structure for reading comprehension. Firstly, knowing the structure of a 

text helps the reader understand the author’s purpose in presenting the 

information. Secondly, the reader can use text structures to organize their ideas in 

order of importance, based on the author’s purpose. Thirdly, by utilizing the same 

schema as the author the reader frees up memory and processing resources and 

has more capacity to comprehend content. Instruction in text structure can also 

support writing. 

Consider, for example, how skilled readers may approach the reading of a 

newspaper front-page. Readers with knowledge of how these texts are structured 

can read more effectively and more efficiently than readers who do not. 

Experienced newspaper readers likely begin by perusing structural features at the 

top of the hierarchy – namely mastheads, headlines and photographs. They will 

know that the main story of the day will be indicated by the larger size of the 

headline and photographs and by its placement in the top left of the page. Skilled 

readers will use these structural features to identify which stories they are 

interested in reading and to very quickly “get the gist” of those stories. They 

probably know, consciously or not, that the first paragraph in the inverted pyramid 

style of a news story will tell them key details about the who, what, where, and 

when of the story. They may decide at the point that they’ve read enough (they’ve 

learnt all they want or need to know) or they might read further down to find more 

details. Less proficient readers of newspaper, however, all too often ignore these 

structural features and jump straight into reading the running text – only to find 

they are overwhelmed by the details, get frustrated, and give up. All texts are 

structured and understanding and using text structures to read texts in strategic 

ways aids comprehension by providing an advance organiser of the text that 

facilitates linking of new and existing knowledge. Importantly, text structure 

instruction has potentially positive effects on students’ motivation to read – 

because it makes reading texts with complex language (such as newspapers) more 

manageable and less overwhelming.  

UNDERSTANDING GLOBAL TEXT STRUCTURES 
There is strong evidence for teaching students about specific text structures and 

teaching them to attend to those structures when reading (Bogaerds‐Hazenberg, 

Evers‐Vermeul, & van den Bergh, 2020; Hebert, Bohaty, Nelson, & Brown, 2016; 

Solis et al., 2012). A common assumption in these studies is that if students know 

the general structure of the text they are reading, and pay attention to this during 

reading, this helps them cope with the syntactic complexity and conceptual density 
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that are characteristic of many written texts. Put simply, knowing the general 

structure provides a frame on which students can hang their ideas as they read. As 

with the newspaper example above, approaching a text by carefully considering 

text structure first makes the task of reading less onerous, more efficient, and more 

manageable which may be very important for motivational purposes. 

Developing students’ knowledge of the structure of narrative/story texts (for 

example, that they include a character with goals, a problem, events, and a 

resolution) and other elements (e.g. characters, setting) has long been 

demonstrated to develop students’ comprehension of these texts. Story mapping 

uses a graphic organizer to help students learn the elements of a book or story 

such as characters, plot, setting, problem and solution. In their synthesis of reading 

studies of students with emotional-behavioural disorders, Garwood and colleagues 

(Garwood et al., 2014) found that story mapping had the most effect on 

comprehension, indeed, it was the only intervention to yield an effect size beyond 

moderate. Many studies have likewise demonstrated positive effects associated with 

instruction about structures and elements of expository (information) texts (e.g. 

Hebert, Bohaty, & Nelson, 2016; Pyle et al., 2017).  

Instruction in expository text structures is an effective approach because certain 

text structures are widely used and can help the reader organise information in 

ways that assist retention and recall (Duke & Pearson, 2002; Gersten, Fuchs, 

Williams, & Baker, 2001; Williams, 2005; Williams & Pao, 2011).Six main 

expository text structures are identified in the literature: Comparison, problem and 

solution, cause and effect, sequence, collection, and description. Authors use these 

structures for particular purposes. For example, comparison structures are used to 

highlight similarities and differences whereas description is used to provide 

information about the attributes of something (Hebert et al., 2016). Knowing the 

structure can support the reader identify the writer’s purpose and follow the logic of 

the text. 

A 2016 meta-analysis (Hebert et al., 2016) found that teaching students about 

expository text structures improved their expository reading comprehension. They 

found a significant overall average weighted effect size of 0.57 on researcher 

created measures of reading comprehension. The average weighted effect size for 

norm-referenced measures of reading comprehension was 0.15. An important 

finding was that although instruction in one structure was effective, instruction in 

more text structures resulted in statistically significantly larger effects. It is 

interesting to note that when only one text structure was taught, it was most likely 

to be compare/contrast (46%) or cause/effect (23%) (Hebert et al., 2016; Hebert, 

Bohaty, Nelson, & Lambert, 2018).  

One common approach taught to students to identify the overall text structure of 

texts are “signal words” which are those words that indicate or signal the structure 

of the text. For example, words such as instead, but, however, alternatively, and 

whereas may signal that the structure is comparison, whereas later, afterwards, 
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after, then and subsequently might signal a sequence. However, the meta-analysis 

by Hebert et al. (2016) found signal word instruction did not significantly improve 

the effects of text structure instruction. One reason is that signal words may be 

misleading and there is a risk that students might overgeneralize the rules for 

signal words (e.g., “first” signifies a sequence passage anytime the student 

encounters the word “first”; Hebert et al., 2016). Another concern is that students 

scan the text and focus on individual words in a paragraph, potentially ignoring the 

connection among ideas across sentences and the context of the paragraph as a 

whole (Hebert et al., 2016). 

STRUCTURE-BASED SUMMARISATION 
To get the gist of a text, skilled readers ignore extraneous or redundant information 

and focusing specifically on macrolevel information, such as topic sentences. 

Teaching summarization improves both the quality of written summaries and 

students’ overall text comprehension (Duke, Pearson, Strachan, & Billman, 2011; 

Taylor & Beach, 1984). The defining characteristic of successful summarization 

instruction involves main idea identification and text structure recognition (Miyatsu, 

Nguyen, & McDaniel, 2018). Text structure can scaffold students’ summarization 

skills, as it provides tools and heuristics to distinguish main ideas from unimportant 

information. In addition, it helps students understand how these main ideas are 

organized, which helps them write coherent summaries (Miyatsu et al., 2018).  

Teaching students strategies for identifying the main idea, and then how to link 

these main ideas across paragraphs to create summaries has strong context 

validity. Teachers regularly ask students to “summarise in their own words” and 

often provide supports, such as graphic organisers and templates, to help them do 

this. It is relatively less common for teachers to build students’ knowledge of how 

to write summaries themselves without teacher support (Bogaerds‐Hazenberg et 

al., 2020). 

Graphic organizers (GOs) such as Venn diagrams, matrices, knowledge maps, and 

tree diagrams can be used to help students visualise the hierarchical relations of 

information in texts. Including structure-based visualizations (i.e. graphic 

organisers) was shown in one recent meta-analysis (Bogaerds‐Hazenberg et al., 

2020) to have positive effects on comprehension and recall, but only if students 

actively filled out these frameworks. Simple exposure had no benefit. Kim et al. 

(2012) found, also in relation to students with learning disabilities, that teacher- 

and student-developed GOs were more effective than GOs developed only by the 

teacher. El Zein, Solis, Vaughn, & McCulley (2014) identified the use of GOs as one 

effective approach for improving the reading comprehension of students with 

autism spectrum disorders. It seems crucial that text structure instruction provides 

ample opportunities for students to practice filling out structure based GOs and 

maps after teacher-led instruction (Bogaerds‐Hazenberg et al., 2020). A more 

generative approach than providing students with blank graphic organizers to fill in, 

is for teachers and students to create them together (Kim et al., 2012). 
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Another generative approach for structure-based summarisation is to teach 

students how use structural features of texts to write their own summaries using a 

Gradual Release of Responsibility model. Structure-based summarization such as 

the hierarchical summarization strategy has positive effects on comprehension and 

recall. This approach consists of skimming the external organizational text structure 

(i.e., the headings and subheadings) first and then preparing a skeletal outline 

based on the headings. Next, students write one main idea per section in their 

outline (Bogaerds‐Hazenberg et al., 2020).  

In the meta-analysis by Bogaerds‐Hazenberg et al., structure-based summarisation 

was even more effective when it focused on the paragraph-level structures, for 

instance, by teaching students to highlight topic sentences, circle words that must 

be replaced by super-ordinate concepts, and cross out trivia (Bogaerds‐Hazenberg 

et al., 2020). 

Text structure interventions are more effective when they included a writing 

component, such as note-taking, sentence writing paragraph-length responses to 

text (Hebert et al., 2016). At the same time, writing instruction in specific 

strategies such as text structures improves the overall quality of students’ writing 

(Graham, McKeown, Kiuhara, & Harris, 2012). 

In an observational study of teachers of Grades 3–8 identified as expert and 

effective in shared reading (Fisher, Frey, & Lapp, 2008), the expert teachers 

regularly modelled use of text features as well as text structure as a way of helping 

readers determine meaning and importance in texts. Text features included 

headings, captions, illustrations, boldface words, graphs, diagrams, indexes and 

glossaries.  

Many structure-based interventions combine elements of text structure recognition 

with teaching about structure-based summarisation. For example, Stevens, 

Vaughn, House, & Stillman-Spisak (2020) examined the effects of a small group 

intervention targeting paraphrasing and text structure on students (N = 62) with 

reading disabilities in Grades 4 and 5. They were taught about text structure 

patterns and were prompted to think about the text structure when writing 

statements about the main idea of the text. For example, if the text was a problem-

solution passage, the students’ paraphrased main idea should tell the problem and 

the solution about the who/what. There were statistically significant, positive effects 

on near-transfer and mid-transfer measures of text structure identification (g = 

0.75) and main idea generation (g = 0.70). 

Effective interventions to develop students’ knowledge of text structure tend to use 

a Gradual Release of Responsibility model consisting of direct instruction, teacher 

modelling, scaffolding, elaborated feedback, and adaptation of instruction to 

student performance (Meyer & Ray, 2011). 

Learning about text structure is not always sustained or transfer to standardised 

reading assessments. About a third of studies in the synthesis by Bogaerds‐
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Hazenberg et. al (2020) included delayed post-tests two to three weeks after the 

intervention and  found differences between treatment and control groups had 

reduced. Also, like all approaches reviewed here, there tend to be much greater 

effects on researcher-designed measures (for the reasons discussed earlier) than 

on standardised measures. The average weighted effect size for norm-referenced 

measures of reading comprehension in the meta-analysis by Hebert et al. (2016) 

was 0.15. In some interventions, there was no significant effect on standardised 

reading comprehension measures (Stevens et al., 2020). 

 

TEXT STRUCTURE TEACHING IN NZ CLASSROOMS 
There is extremely limited evidence about patterns of teaching about text 

structures or structure-based summarisation in NZ primary schools. NEMP 2008 

reported that a substantial proportion of year 8 students lacked proficiency in 

scanning (Crooks et al., 2008) and Wilson and colleagues’ (2012) observations of 

literacy teaching in science and mathematics classrooms in Year 7, 9 and 10 found 

very rare instances of instruction related to text structure or text features. 

 

SUMMARY 
Digital and online texts have different text features and structures including multi-

modal features which implies the importance of including these as a focus of 

deliberate reading instruction. Print texts, especially the instructional series of Read 

to reads and the School Journals are the texts most commonly used in guided 

reading sessions in NZ schools. Note that digital versions of these texts often are 

digital versions of print texts and do not have the structural features common to 

online texts such as hyperlinks, menus, “back” buttons and so forth that students 

need to learn to navigate. 

Jesson and Parr’s (2017) study identified that teachers favoured using texts with 

predictable features and structures for Pasifika learners. Texts do not all neatly 

follow classic structures so students need to learn how to use structures flexibly. 

For example, topic sentences are not always the first sentence of a paragraph so 

students also benefit practicing using text structure knowledge to a less controlled 

range of texts. 

As with any other focus, instruction about structure will be most effective when it is 

targeted at identified need.  

Instruction does not need to be laboured. A simple discussion with students before 

reading along the lines of, “What structural features might help us navigate this 

text?” might well suffice for most students after initial direct teaching. 

Teaching text structure does not mean just direct teacher centred teaching of these 

structures and features. Creative teachers can think of engaging ways to build 

students’ knowledge of text structure and summarisation. 



   
 

   

 

61 

Teaching text structure can involve collaboration and co-operative learning 

activities such as Jigsaw reading when different groups are responsible for writing 

summaries of particular texts or parts of texts. 

Texts in different subject areas have different structures. For example, whereas 

many texts will have an introduction at the beginning that may well be the most 

important part to attend to first. Word problems in mathematics often present a 

scenario (there is a ladder leaning against a wall) and end with an instruction or 

question (how tall is the wall?). A reader conversant with this structure may find it 

most efficient to read the question before the scenario. This suggests again the 

importance of integrating reading instruction into subject-areas. 

Clearly, it will be important that the teaching here is culturally responsive and 

designed to be effective and engaging for Māori and Pacific learners. 

Strategy instruction 
There is wide agreement that teaching students how to use particular 

comprehension strategies can improve comprehension of immediate texts and 

transfer to more generalised measures of reading comprehension. Cognitive 

strategy instruction was by far the most common approach identified in the reviews 

as an effective way to improve students’ reading comprehension. This is particularly 

the case for students with learning disabilities (Dewitz, Jones, & Leahy, 2009; Duke 

& Pearson, 2009; Duke et al., 2021; Pressley & Allington, 2015) and struggling 

readers (Edmonds et al., 2009; Scammacca et al., 2015). Elleman (2017) found 

explicit instruction in strategies and knowledge for inferencing had a positive effect 

for higher-level comprehension for both skilled and less skilled readers. 

As discussed, many of the challenges in learning about comprehension are related 

to the fact that the cognitive processes of reading comprehension are not directly 

observable. Struggling readers are often unaware of the strategies that more 

effective readers employ when they encounter challenges in their reading and 

writing. Indeed, they be unaware that effective readers employ strategies and work 

hard to make meaning at all. From the outside, the reading of a proficient reader 

can look effortless. Furthermore, effective readers are sometimes not aware of the 

strategies that they use themselves so therefore may not use them as effectively as 

they might.  

One of the key aims of strategy instruction then is to make “visible” the otherwise 

invisible skills and strategies used by effective readers. This is commonly achieved  

through explicit teaching of strategies, modelling of ‘think alouds’ by the teacher or 

peers, discussion about problem-solving strategies, and meta-cognitive self-

reflection by individuals and groups. The general aim of comprehension strategy 

instruction is to teach students how to actively monitor their comprehension, and to 

use a strategy or strategies to make sense of the text. The various approaches to 

strategy instruction are all broadly consistent with the Gradual Release of 

Responsibility model. 
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The earliest work on comprehension strategies focused on single strategies such as 

activating prior knowledge, generating questions during reading, constructing 

mental images of the text, summarizing, and analyzing stories into story grammar 

components. Although more recent work has shown that teaching multiple 

strategies is generally more effective than teaching single strategies this does not 

mean that single strategy approaches should not be employed. Instruction in a 

single strategy has the advantage of being potentially impactful in a short time 

frame. For example, a meta-analysis of studies of self-questioning interventions 

found  they were “effective for improving reading comprehension performance 

across a range of diverse learners and across various educational settings” (Joseph, 

Alber- Morgan, Cullen, & Rouse, 2016, p. 152) even though the instruction 

consisted of a relatively small number of sessions (8.4 on average) over a short 

period of time (1.6 months). El Zein, Solis, Vaughn, & McCulley (2014) identified 

anaphoric cueing as an effective strategy for improving the reading comprehension 

of students with autism spectrum disorders. During the anaphoric cueing condition, 

some referent words (such as pronouns) were underlined, and the participant had 

to identify which noun each referent stood for. Instruction about single strategies 

can be effective in a short space of time if those strategies are selected and tailored 

on the basis of identified student need. 

Arguably, the most important strategy of all is comprehension monitoring (Block & 

Duffy, 2008; Dole, Nokes, & Drits, 2014). Comprehension monitoring is a vital 

strategy because it is only when one monitors their comprehension that one can 

detect breakdowns in meaning-making and select a repair strategy to employ. 

Classic studies of what good readers do (e.g. Baker & Brown, 1984), found that 

good readers actively monitor their comprehension and, when they notice a break 

down in comprehension, they decide whether further action is needed to make 

meaning, and if so, what type of compensatory strategy is most likely to repair the 

comprehension breakdown. For example, if a student encounters an unfamiliar 

word in a sentence, they can decide to read on and see if they can still make 

meaning of the text without knowing that word. If they find that meaning breaks 

down because of the unfamiliar word, they might try to infer the most likely 

meaning of the word from the context or by using knowledge of morphemes. 

Guzman, Goldberg, & Swanson (2018) conducted a meta-analysis of 19 studies of 

self-monitoring interventions that employed single case designs and found a 

positive effect (Tau-U=.88) on comprehension. Kim et al.(2012) also emphasises 

the central importance of incorporating a self-monitoring component into 

interventions for students with learning disabilities 

Some of the best known multiple strategies approaches are Reciprocal Teaching 

(e.g., Palincsar & Brown, 1984), Collaborative Strategic Reading (e.g., Klingner & 

Vaughn, 1999) and Concept-Oriented Reading Instruction (Guthrie, McRae, & 

Klauda, 2007). All of the projects use an approach consistent with the Gradual 

Release of Responsibility model. Instruction often begins with clear direct 

explanations about how the strategies work and how they facilitate the process of 
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understanding text. Duffy argues here that the teacher has to make explicit 

statements about the strategy (declarative knowledge), what critical attributes of 

the strategy must be employed and the text cues that can guide the reader in using 

the strategy (procedural knowledge), and why and when during reading the 

strategy should be used (conditional knowledge).  After direct explanation, the 

teacher (or a peer) models the strategy. Modelling by teachers or peers by 

verbalising the thought processes is an important way to make unobservable 

cognitive processes observable/make the covert overt. Teaching students to employ 

the strategies to comprehend then involves scaffolding using gradual release of 

responsibility from teacher to students, with students assuming more and more 

responsibility for the use of comprehension strategies  

We provide detail about the features of Reciprocal Teaching, Collaborative Strategic 

Reading and Concept-Oriented Reading Instruction below. 

Reciprocal Teaching (RT) 

Reciprocal teaching. Four comprehension strategies are the focus of the reciprocal 

teaching approach: predicting, questioning, clarification, and summarising. 

Reciprocal teaching uses a gradual release of responsibility model in which the 

teacher does much modelling of the strategies in the early stages and, with 

scaffolding from the teacher, students gradually assume increasing control over 

strategy use, eventually using the strategies with little or no teacher support. A 

typical reciprocal teaching session begins with a review of the main points from the 

previous session’s reading, or if the reading is new, predictions about the text 

based on the title and perhaps other information. Following this, all students read 

the first paragraph of the text silently to themselves. A student assigned to act as 

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. During the process, the teacher prompts the student/teacher as 

needed, and at the end provides feedback about the student/teacher’s work.  

Reciprocal teaching sessions are intended to take approximately 30 minutes, and 

they can include more than one student in the role of teacher each session. 

Although typically conducted in small groups, reciprocal teaching has been 

conducted in one-to-one and whole-group formats. The approach has been used 

with both good and struggling readers. Importantly, reciprocal teaching provides a 

structure that supports/promotes considerable discussion between students and 

other students and their teacher and about the text as well as about strategies. 

A number of studies of RT have been conducted in NZ that show evidence of 

effectiveness for Year 6-8 Pasifika girls with low-reading comprehension, with new 

migrant Taiwanese Year 7-8 students, with Year 5-8 students with special learning 

needs, and in culturally-diverse low decile-high schools (Alton-Lee, Westera, & 

Pulegatoa-Diggins, 2012). 
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COLLABORATIVE STRATEGIC READING (CSR) 
CSR (Klingner & Vaughn, 1999; Klingner et al., 2012) is a multicomponent reading 

comprehension instructional model with a focus on explicit instruction for struggling 

learners. A key assumption of CSR is that whereas strong readers often pick up a 

strategy fairly automatically, struggling readers benefit from more explicit 

instruction about what the strategy is, how to apply it, why it is important, and in 

what contexts it will be most useful. Collaboration is a key part of CSR and occurs 

in student-led cooperative groups where each student is given a specific role (e.g., 

question expert). Students use before, during, and after reading strategies during 

CSR to access challenging text. Before reading, the teacher previews the text by 

explaining the topic, pre-teaching some key vocabulary items and supporting 

students to make connections to their background knowledge. During reading, 

students monitor their understanding while reading the text out loud in small 

groups. They stop after each short section of text to identify words and ideas they 

did not understand and use context clues and morphemic analysis to figure out 

word meanings in a strategy call Click and Clunk. The next part is called Get the 

Gist whereby students share a statement as to what the main idea is with their 

group, and give one another feedback. After reading the entire text, in the Wrap 

Up part, students ask and answer questions, write a summary, and discuss why 

their ideas are the most important using evidence from the text. When CSR is first 

introduced, teachers use explicit instruction to introduce each of the strategies over 

about five or six short lessons. Then, teachers work with students in small groups 

of approximately four students, fine-tuning strategy use and promoting 

collaboration and discussion skills that are needed to manage small group learning.  

CSR has been tested with students in US grades 4 to 8 in several experimental and 

quasi-experimental studies. Positive effects in favour of CSR have been found for 

English Language Learners (effect size=.44) (Klingner, Vaughn, & Schumm, 1998). 

More recent studies provide evidence of effectiveness for low-achieving students 

(effect size=.51), students with learning disabilities (effect size=.38) as well as 

high- and average-achieving students (effect size= .25) (Klingner, Vaughn, 

Arguelles, Tejero Hughes, & Ahwee Leftwich, 2004). Of particular note is that these 

effects were on standardised measures of reading comprehension. 

CONCEPT-ORIENTED READING INSTRUCTION (CORI) 
The aim of CORI is to develop students' understanding of science as well as their 

reading comprehension and motivation. The key comprehension strategies taught 

in CORI are activating background knowledge, questioning, searching for 

information, summarizing, and organizing information graphically. These strategies 

are taught using the Gradual Release of Responsibility model. CORI developers 

emphasise the importance of teaching strategies within a rich context of 

collaborative inquiry in science, where students establish knowledge goals and 

make real-world connections through hands-on experiences and other activities. 

This context, in combination with other instructional features, provides the impetus 

for students' development of strategies and motivation.  
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Since 1996 Guthrie and colleagues have conducted 10 quasi-experimental studies 

comparing the effects of CORI with those of traditional instruction and more 

conventional strategy instruction with students in grades 3, 4, and 5 (e.g., Guthrie, 

Wigfield, Barbosa et al., 2004; Guthrie et al., 2006; Wigfield, Guthrie, Tonks, & 

Perencevich, 2004). In a meta-analysis of these studies, Guthrie, McRae, and 

Klauda (2007) reported mean effects sizes in favour of CORI ranging from 0.65 to 

0.93 on researcher-developed tests of comprehension and 0.91 on standardized 

tests of comprehension. The meta-analysis also showed mean effect sizes of 1.34 

on measures of students' science knowledge and 1.20 on measures of students' 

motivation for reading. 

HOW MANY AND WHICH STRATEGIES TO TEACH? 
Some key questions in the field are what strategies should be taught and how many 

(Block & Duffy, 2008). Different programmes recommend different numbers and 

combinations of strategies. Block and Duffy (2008) suggest that the number of 

strategies recommended to be taught has reduced over the years and the trend is 

to teach fewer comprehension strategies thoroughly. They argue that this reduction 

is due to awareness in the field that “comprehension is more a matter of being 

strategic than of learning individual strategies” and that “comprehension is mainly a 

fluid process of predicting, monitoring, and re-predicting in a continuous cycle”. 

(p.29). Thought of this way, the strategy of visualisation is about the reader 

combining cues in the text with their background knowledge to predict the image 

the author wants the reader to see, and then modifying that image as their 

comprehension monitoring reveals new text cues that require new predictions about 

that image. As discussed later, there is considerable evidence that teachers have 

found it hard to implement strategic instruction effectively in classrooms. A possible 

explanation for this is that developers overwhelm teachers with a lot of different 

strategies and that detracts from the most important message that effective 

readers monitor their comprehension and apply fix-up stratgeis when meaning 

breaks down. 

Berkeley, Scruggs, & Mastro (2010) in their meta-analysis of interventions for 

students with learning disabilities found that although the types of treatments 

varied considerably, most had in common an effort to teach students to attend 

more carefully or to think more systematically about text as it was being read. They 

conclude that, given evidence that students with learning disabilities are less likely 

to spontaneously employ strategies to construct meaning from text, any 

approaches that encourage attention to text and systematic problem-solving, are 

likely effective. Edmonds et al (2009) concluded too that what is most important is 

that students become actively involved in monitoring their understanding and 

processing text meaning. The meta-analyses by Okkinga et al. (2018) and Elleman 

(2017) both found that most studies they reviewed included the teaching of a range 

of different strategies. Okkinga et al. (2018) conducted moderation analyses to 

identify if any particular strategies were associated more with gains than other 

strategies but they found that was not the case.   
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There is no “scope and sequence” for teaching comprehension strategies as 

students move up the year levels because reading at every level involves the same 

core processes of predicting, monitoring and re-predicting. However, the utility of 

certain strategies likely varies by content area and disciplinary focus, and of course, 

according to text, reader purpose, and individual differences (different students 

might solve a similar problem in different ways). 

Metacognitive conversations (Schoenbach, Greenleaf, & Murphy, 2012) are an 

alternative (or complement) to more top-down approaches in which teachers select 

particular sets of strategies for instruction. In metacognitive conversations students 

discuss what they are noticing as they read, what they are finding challenging to 

understand, and how they are solving reading problems. One approach is called 

“Talking to the Text” which is a “silent, written form of Think Aloud” where students 

annotate a text as they read it with what they are noticing, what they find 

confusing, and questions they have. By making notes about their thinking as they 

are reading, students make their thinking visible to themselves and can use their 

written notes during later discussions with classmates. Other approaches focus on 

students identifying “road blocks” as they read and then discussing strategies they 

did or could use to get around these road-blocks. For example, if students 

encounter an unfamiliar word, they could use the strategy of ignoring the word and 

reading on or they could use a context- or morphologically-based strategy to infer 

the word’s meaning.  

RISKS OF STRATEGY INSTRUCTION 
It is clear that students need to learn and employ a range of strategies across a 

variety of texts. It is less clear the extent to which all students need to be explicitly 

taught these strategies. Many students learn to be active readers who use such 

processes seemingly naturally, whereas others benefit from more explicit 

instruction (e.g., (Shanahan et al., 2010).  

The evidence presented above is convincing that more explicit strategy instruction 

is effective for learners who struggle with reading comprehension for a wide variety 

of reasons. But the effectiveness for more capable readers is far less clear. There 

are also opportunity costs if instructional time is used teaching students strategies 

they already know. (McNaughton & Lai, 2009). There is also the question of why 

they work – some question whether it is the teaching of strategies themselves that 

makes the difference or because learning strategies might promote engagement 

that could be developed in different ways, for example through discussion about 

ideas in the texts (Wilkinson & Son, 2011). 

One of the risks with the teaching of strategies is “proceduralisation” whereby 

instruction focuses too much on the strategies themselves and not on the goals of 

comprehending (McNaughton & Lai, 2009; Reutzel, Smith, & Fawson, 2005; 

Wilkinson & Son, 2011). The risk is that strategy instruction can become too 

mechanical and the strategies can come to be seen as the goal of instruction rather 

than as means to an end. Strategy instruction may result in a shallow 
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representation of a text and interfere with deeper processing of the content 

(Compton, Miller, Elleman, & Steacy, 2014). Nearly 40 years ago, Tierney & 

Cunningham (1984b, p. 614) wrote, “Teaching children our theories about how they 

think in order to get them to think better seems to us to be fraught with danger. It 

is true that we should be concerned with process, but to the extent that 

comprehension is like gardening, we must be more interested in the vegetables 

produced than the tools in the shed. Student understanding is more important than 

tacit or meta-understanding”.  

This risk does not mean that strategies should not be explicitly taught. But it does 

mean teachers need to know the potential risks, and make careful decisions about 

which strategies to teach, how, and to whom. Proceduralisation is, of course,  a risk 

with the teaching of anything and is not inevitable or a reason not to do something 

that can be demonstrably effective. Efforts to make classrooms more dialogic, for 

example, can (and do) contribute to teachers and students asking scripted 

questions (“Tell me more”) in inauthentic ways, as can efforts to promote critical 

literacy.  

The risks of proceduralisation and targeting strategy instruction at students who do 

not need it suggest that teachers need to have considerable knowledge about the 

strategies in order to teach students when and how to deploy them effectively. 

Declarative knowledge is knowing what the strategies are, procedural knowledge is 

about how to use them, and conditional knowledge is about knowing when to use 

them. There is a risk when teachers focus just on declarative and procedural 

knowledge that students do not learn that some strategies are more helpful than 

others in different situations and therefore do not learn how to use them flexibly. 

Finally, and importantly, none of this knowledge is helpful unless readers are 

motivated to use these strategies – they need to see the goals of using the 

strategies as relevant and meaningful and be sufficiently motivated and self-

efficacious to see the deployment of strategies as something worth expending 

energy on. There is overseas evidence however that the focus of many class 

teachers (Pressley & Allington, 2015) and commercial instructional programs 

(Dewitz et al., 2009) place too little emphasis on conditional knowledge and 

motivation.   

STRATEGY INSTRUCTION IN NZ CLASSROOMS 
McNaughton (2020) reports that in some studies frequent direct strategy instruction 

occurs in at least three sessions of 30 minutes in small ability groups per week. (Lai 

et al., 2009).  Wilson et al. (2012) observed few instances of strategy instruction in 

their observations of literacy teaching in Year 7 mathematics and science 

classrooms.  

We know that despite the strong evidence in support of the effectiveness of 

strategies, teaching of strategies in US elementary schools is still not very common, 

likely because teachers find it hard to learn and hard to do (Wilkinson & Son, 

2011). There is convincing evidence that the groups of students who most benefit 
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from strategy instruction, do not often experience it. Walker & Stevens (2017) 

synthesised information from 25 classroom observation studies involving students 

with learning disabilities. They found that these students had very few opportunities 

to learn about strategies such as self-monitoring, summarization or question 

generation, despite the prevalence of comprehension difficulties for those students. 

Instruction focused instead on assessment and monitoring student comprehension. 

A similar lack of strategy instruction for students with learning disabilities is 

reported in other studies and reviews (Berkeley et al., 2010; Scruggs, Mastropieri, 

& McDuffie, 2007; E. A. Swanson, 2008; Vaughn et al., 2002) 

 

LINKING WRITING AND READING 
Our review found very strong evidence for integrating writing with reading 

instruction. Graham and Hebert’s (2011) meta-analysis of 95 studies found that 

reading comprehension improved when students wrote about material they were 

reading. The effect size for researcher-designed measures was 0.50 but of 

particular note is the effect on reading in norm-referenced tests (effect size = 0.37) 

which is considerably higher than that of many other reading interventions. Writing 

about what they had read improved students’ reading comprehension when the 

writing activity involved answering questions in writing (effect size = 0.28; grades 

3–12), note-taking (effect size = 0.45; grades 3–12), writing a summary (effect 

size = 0.54; grades 3–12), or writing a more extended piece about material read, 

such as a story, an opinion about it, or how to apply it (effect size = 0.68; grades 

2–12).  

In a subsequent meta-analysis, Hebert, Simpson, and Graham (2013) reported that 

when effects were averaged over all reading comprehension measures administered 

in a study, students’ understanding of text was not differentially impacted by the 

particular type of writing activity. However, when more fine-grained comparisons 

were made to look at the interaction of type of writing activity with type of reading 

comprehension measure, writing a summary of text enhanced free recall of text 

better than answering questions in writing about it did. Additionally, extended 

writing promoted better comprehension of text than answering questions in writing 

did when understanding was measured via a writing task.  

A further meta-analysis (Graham, Liu, Aitken, et al., 2018) provided evidence that 

elementary and secondary literacy programmes that devoted close to an equal 

amount of time to both reading and writing instruction produced larger gains in 

reading and writing than programmes that did not provide such a balance of 

instruction.  

It should probably be unsurprising that connecting reading and writing instruction 

supports reading comprehension, and vice versa. They are, after all connected at 

the most intimate level: We write so others will read, and we read what others 

write (Graham, 2020).  
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There is a great deal of knowledge that students draw on for both reading and 

writing. This includes general knowledge, meta-knowledge about the functions and 

purposes of text, pragmatic knowledge of text features, words, syntax, and usage 

and procedural knowledge about how to set goals, access information, question, 

predict, summarize, visualise, and analyse (Graham, 2020). 

As well as shared knowledge, the rhetorical relations theory focuses on the 

reciprocal process of reading and writing. The purpose of both is communication 

between readers and writers: readers with the absent author, and writers with the 

assumed readers. According to this theory, these conversations lead to new insights 

about reading or writing (Shanahan, 2016). This fits with the adage, read like a 

writer and write like a reader. 

A third connection between reading and writing is they often used together to 

achieve specific purposes. For example, you can read to develop ideas for writing 

and write to show understanding of what you have read. 

Writing “counter texts” in which a student rewrites a read text from another 

perspective has been recommended as an approach for developing critical literacy 

(Behrman, 2006). 

 

TALKING ABOUT TEXT 
The significance of more dialogic forms of teaching (over more didactic and 

formulaic strategy-based instruction) has been identified in studies of 

comprehension (Wilkinson & Son, 2011), in studies of highly effective English 

language arts (ELA) programmes with minority students (Lee, 2007), and more 

generally in classroom discourse studies (Cazden, 2001). These studies establish 

the importance of connected and responsive discourse which draws on students’ 

own background knowledge and skills and which makes explicit how to bridge from 

these to canonical classroom activities. But the wider classroom literature in the 

United States suggests that there are relatively low levels of extended discussion 

and discourse around critical literacy in many classrooms (Wilkinson & Son, 2011; 

Soter et al., 2008) and low levels initially observed in many classes here reflected 

this general pattern (Bennett, Maton, & Kervin, 2008).  

Wilkinson and others (Wilkinson & Son, 2011) have described a “dialogic turn” in 

comprehension research that was motivated, in part, by the risks of strategy 

instruction outlined above. The dialogic turn comprises efforts to investigate the 

potential of text-based discussion as a way of promoting students’ reading 

comprehension (Murphy, Wilkinson, Soter, Hennessey, & Alexander, 2009). 

Common to these more dialogic approaches is the juxtaposition of relative 

perspectives or discourses that gives rise to tension and sometimes conflict among 

different voices. The major approaches to conducting discussion can be 

distinguished in terms of the degree of control exerted by the teacher versus the 

students and the dominant stance toward the text. The degree of control exerted 
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by the teacher versus the students depends on who has control of the topic of 

discussion, who has interpretive authority, who controls the turns, and who chooses 

the text. The dominant stance toward the text depends largely on the teacher's 

goals for the discussion and can be categorized in terms of an aesthetic, efferent, or 

critical-analytic stance. An expressive (or aesthetic) stance foregrounds the reader's 

affective response to the text (Rosenblatt, 1978). An efferent stance is a more text-

focused response in which the discussion gives prominence to reading to acquire 

and retrieve information, whereas a critical-analytic stance is a more objective, 

critical response in which the discussion gives prominence to interrogating or 

querying the text in search of the underlying arguments, assumptions, world-views, 

or beliefs. 

A meta-analysis by Murphy et al. (2009) investigated the effects of nine discussion 

approaches on high-level reading comprehension. Many of the approaches were 

found to be highly effective at promoting students’ literal and inferential 

comprehension but relatively few were particularly effective at promoting students’ 

critical thinking, reasoning, and argumentation about and around text. The more 

efferent approaches better supported students’ basic comprehension by focusing on 

the retrieval of information in the text but critical-analytic approaches contributed 

more to high-level comprehension by allowing students to query the text and to 

evaluate multiple perspectives. Importantly, increases in student talk did not 

necessarily lead to improved comprehension, what mattered was the type of talk. 

The findings also revealed that use of these discussion approaches appears to be 

more effective for struggling readers. 

COLLABORATIVE REASONING  
Argumentation is "discourse in which learners take positions, give reasons and 

evidence for their positions, and present counterarguments to each other's ideas 

when they have different views" (Chinn, 2006, p. 355). Argumentation is an explicit 

feature of the Collaborative Reasoning approach to discussion 

Anderson and colleagues believe that knowing the form and function of an 

argument is important for readers if they are to adopt a critical-analytic stance 

toward text (Reznitskaya & Anderson, 2002). In Collaborative Reasoning, students 

are encouraged to take a position on an issue, support it with reasons and evidence 

from the text, and challenge other students with counterarguments and rebuttals. 

These rhetorical moves can be broken down into a number of "argument 

stratagems" that provide the building block for an "argument schema" that students 

internalize as they participate in the discussions. 

During Collaborative Reasoning (CR), students in Grades 4 and 5 (ages 10–11) 

read and discuss controversial issues. Texts are related to themes that are 

engaging for young students and can stimulate thoughtful and lively dialogue. 

Students begin by taking initial positions on a “big question” that addresses a 

complex moral or social dilemma related to topics such as friendship, honesty, 

betrayal, loneliness, or animal rights. Students are expected to provide reasons and 
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evidence for their positions, listen to and evaluate each others' reasoning, and 

address the issues from multiple perspectives. 

Unlike a discussion following a typical IRE format, the teacher asks the big question 

about the entire story and then passes responsibility over to the students to discuss 

the issue. Rather than the teacher adjudicating the discussion by telling students 

what responses are right or wrong, students engage in forming their own 

judgments and responding to each other's reasoning. Key features of the CR 

approach are that there is no right answer to the big question, and teachers and 

students participate as co‐inquirers, exploring complex concepts, improving their 

judgments, and discovering new meanings. CR discussions have an open 

participation structure where students communicate freely, without the need to 

raise their hands or to be called on by the teacher (Reznitskaya et al., 2009) 

Another approach that employs a critical-analytical stance is Philosophy for 

Children. Whereas a very high effect size was reported in (Murphy et al., 2009) two 

recent evaluations in the United Kingdom showed no and small effects. Lord, Dirie, 

Kettlewell, & Styles (2021) conducted a randomised controlled trial in the United 

Kingdom about the effects of Philosophy for Children on Year 6 pupils’ reading, 

maths, and social and communication skills. A total of 75 schools participated in the 

intervention with 123 schools acted as a control group. There was no evidence that 

P4C had an impact on reading outcomes for students in general or for students 

from disadvantaged backgrounds in particular. An earlier study (Gorard, Siddiqui, & 

See, 2018) found a “discernible but small benefit” equivalent to about two months 

of extra progress in reading.  

 

QUALITY TALK (MURPHY ET AL., 2018)  
Quality Talk was designed in response to findings from the meta-analysis by 

Murphy et al. (2009). The aim was to integrate the most effective features of the 

different approaches and incorporate all three stances: expressive, efferent and 

critical-analytical. The critical-analytic stance is incorporated by encouraging 

students to ask deep questions about the text and to critically consider the quality 

of arguments and make reasoned judgments (i.e., critical- analytic stance); the 

expressive stance by encouraging students to connect their personal experience 

with the text, and; the efferent stance because students have to retrieve 

information from the text. Teachers are expected to release increasing 

responsibility and interpretative authority to students across a series of discussions, 

as students take on more responsibility within their discussion groups and interact 

more closely and frequently with their peers. Students made practically and 

statistically significant gains on both basic and high-level comprehension over the 

duration of the Quality Talk intervention.   

Comprehension strategy instruction and text discussion are not mutually exclusive. 

Many successful approaches to strategy instruction actually entail considerable 

discussion. And many approaches to discussion actually involve students in specific 
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strategies. For example in Questioning the Author, students are encouraged to ask, 

“Does that make sense?” which is a comprehension  monitoring question and “How 

does that connect with what the author already told us?” which is an inference 

question. 

TALK ABOUT TEXT IN NZ CLASSROOMS 
Lai and colleagues’ (2009) observations in low-decile primary schools revealed a 

tendency for a large proportion of time to be spent in explicit instruction outside of 

actual reading and for the teacher to be dominant in extended interactions of 

questioning, often involving Initiation Response and Evaluation sequences (Cazden, 

2001), which took time away from reading.  

Wilson et al. (2012) investigated the literacy and language knowledge and teaching 

practices of mathematics and science teachers in Year 7, 9 and 11 classrooms and 

found no instances of teachers and students participating in extended discussions 

about the content of the texts other than those requiring short answer responses by 

students. 

PUTTING IT ALL TOGETHER 
While we have discussed these different components separately, the evidence is 

that they all contribute to improved reading comprehension and engagement and 

therefore the challenge for teachers, schools and professional developers is to 

integrate these in coherent ways. Interventions in NZ have done this effectively. 

For example, Lai and McNaughton (2009) incorporated professional learning 

content about  theoretical concepts of comprehension; comprehension strategies, in 

particular, the issues of checking for meaning, fixing up threats to meaning, and 

strategy use in texts; vocabulary; density of instruction and repeated practice with 

a particular focus on increasing access to rich texts including electronic texts; 

incorporating cultural and linguistic resources, and; building students’ awareness of 

the requirements of classroom tasks and features of reading comprehension. 

A quality instructional programme to develop reading comprehension will integrate 

all these components together. 
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APPENDIX 2: META-ANALYTICAL STUDIES 
 

 

inclusion criteria  

• The meta-analysis must report the effect of interventions conducted on improving 

students’ English comprehension skills;  

• An effect size measurement must be included;  

• The outcome measurement must include comprehension skills. When a study reports 

more than one reading outcome (e.g., comprehension, decoding, phonics etc.,), the effect 

size on reading comprehension must be disaggregated from the overall effect size; 

• Students with disabilities, learning needs are in scope; 

• Students who learn English as a second language are in scope if they reside in English-

speaking countries. 

• The review studies must contain students from Year 4 to Year 8 (or equivalently Grade 3 

– Grade 9 in the U.S system);  

• When a study included both school students and adults, it is considered in scope only 

when the effect size for school students can be isolated from the overall effect size;  

• Existing meta-analyses on reading comprehension published from 2005 are in scope for 

the current review; 

• The meta-analyses must be published in peer-reviewed journals. 

exclusion criteria  
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• The outcome measurement is not English comprehension, but middle products toward 

comprehension (e.g., decoding, phonics, reading fluency etc.,); 

• Correlational studies are not included; 

• Factors that are not related to teaching / instructions are not included (e.g., type of 

assessment, mode of reading [digital vs. paper] etc.,); 

• Parental-children interventions are not included. 

 

Article search procedure 

We conducted a systematic database (i.e., Education Resources Information Centre 

[ERIC] and PsycINFO) search first. Article titles that included words “read*” or “litera*”, and 

“meta-analy*”; articles texts that included the words “teach*” or “instruct*”, or “interve*” were 

searched, which yielded 241 results in total. After removing duplicate entries, 184 unique articles 

were identified.   

Two researchers from the team first read the titles and abstracts of the 184 articles and 

excluded 106 article that did not fit one or more of our inclusion criteria. Then, the researchers 

thoroughly read through the remaining 78 articles and further excluded 35 articles. Articles that 

were excluded mostly because students’ age range was out of scope (k = 12). In addition, the 

number of the articles that were excluded in line with our exclusion criteria stated above were 

reported as the followings: 

(1) articles that investigated correlational relationships between students’ certain 

characteristics and reading results (k = 2); articles that were not focused on the effect of 

interventions (k = 3); reading comprehension was not included in the outcome 

measurement (k = 5);samples in the primary studies were from outside of English-speaking 

countries and were hard to be distinguished (k = 1);studies that were not  meta-analytical 
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without an aggregated effect size (k = 1); studies  that did not focus on school teaching 

context (k = 3); all primary studies in the meta-analysis were conducted prior to 2005 (k = 

2); the study was a qualitative study (k = 1); the study was about  reading (k = 1); the focus 

of the study was teacher training (k = 2); and the written language of the study was not 

English (k = 1); assessment was about testing mode (k = 1).   

The remaining 43 studies were entered into another round of examination during which 11 

articles were excluded. As a result, a total of 32 articles were included. Table 1 summarises the 

key information reported in previous meta-analytical reviews, including effect sizes of 

interventions, the number of studies included, origin of the studies, study type, age group, 

student type (with or without reading/learning disabilities), and year of the studies. Of note, 

although our research focus is on reading comprehension, when a review study reported the 

effect of a specific intervention on multiple outcomes (e.g., reading comprehension, decoding, 

fluency etc.,), the table presents all measurement outcomes. 
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Table 1 Meta-analysis Review of Studies into the Effects of Intervention of Teaching Approaches on Reading Comprehension 
 

Review Origin Review 

Type 

Study 

Type 

Intervention Outcome Student 

Type 

Grade  

(Age) 

Study 

Quality 

No. of Studies No. of 

Post-2004 

Studies 

(%) 

1) Adesope 

et al. (2011) 

US Meta T; Q Overall ES = .38 on 

reading; on reading 

comprehension ES = .32; 

on mixed comprehension 

and decoding, ES = .60. 

Interventions include 

collaborative reading, 

systematic phonics 

instruction and guided 

reading, multimedia-

assisted reading, and 

writing  

Reading and writing.  

For reading: 

Comprehension, 

decoding, and mixed 

comprehension and 

decoding 

ELL_E K-6 NR 26 in total, 20 

for reading 

Not 

enough 

informatio

n to derive 

this 

number 

for 

reading 

2) Berkeley 

et al. (2010) 

US Meta T; Q; Pre-

post tests 

Questioning/strategy 

instruction (ES = .75 for 

criterion-referenced 

tests; ES = .48 for norm-

referenced tests); text 

enhancements (ES = .62 

for criterion-referenced 

tests, ES = .46 for norm 

referenced tests); 

fundamental reading 

skills instruction (ES = 

1.04 for criterion-

referenced tests, ES = .82 

for norm-referenced 

tests); other intervention 

(ES = .07 for criterion-

referenced tests, ES = .25 

for norm-referenced 

tests) 

Reading 

comprehension 

outcomes (i.e., 

criterion-referenced 

tests and norm-

referenced tests) 

LD K-12 NR 40 5 

(13%) 
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3)Bogaerds-

Hazenberg 

et al., (2020) 

The 

Netherl

ands 

Meta T; Q Text structure 

intervention (overall ES 

= 0.14; immediate ES = 

0.25; delayed ES = -

0.05); Text structure 

recognition (immediate 

ES = 0.98); Paragraph-

level structure 

recognition; Structure 

visualisation; Active 

structure mapping 

Reading 

comprehension; 

Recall; 

Summarisation; Test 

structure knowledge  

FR G 4-6 TD; Students 

with mild 

reading 

difficulties (not 

severe 

learning/readier 

difficulties; not 

students with 

hearing 

problems; not 

2L learners) 

  

4) Cheung 

& Slavin 

(2012) 

HongK

ong, 

U.S 

Meta T; Q Educational technology 

application: Computer 

managed learning (ES 

= .19); innovative 

technology applications 

(ES = .18); 

comprehensive models 

(ES = .28); and 

supplemental (ES = .11) 

Reading outcome 

(i.e., standardised 

reading tests and 

comprehensive 

measures of reading 

designed by 

experimenters) 

FR K-12 NR 84 33 

(39%) 

5) Cole 

(2014) 

US, 

Middle 

East 

and 

East 

Asia  

Meta T, Q Peer-mediated 

instruction (cooperative 

learning, collaborative 

learning, and peer 

tutoring): on average the 

value of its ES is .486 

(literacy including 

reading and writing) 

Peer-mediated 

learning has direct 

effect on improving 

reading 

comprehension (ES 

=. 473); and the 

intervention has a 

larger and indirect 

effect on reading 

comprehension by 

promoting word-

level outcome (ES 

= .702) than by 

promoting text-level 

outcome (ES = .473) 

FR & LD Age: 3 -

18 

NR 28 11 (39%) 
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6) Elleman 

(2017) 

US Meta T; Q Inference instruction (ES 

= .58 for general 

comprehension; ES = .68 

for inferential 

comprehension; and ES 

= .28 for literal 

comprehension) 

General 

comprehension; 

inferential 

comprehension, and 

literal 

comprehension  

Skilled 

and less 

skilled 

readers 

K-12 NR 25  2 

(6%) 

7)Filderman 

et al., (2018) 

US Meta & 

Meta-

synthesi

s  

T; Q Reading intervention that 

incorporated data-based 

decision making 

(DBDM) vs business as 

usual (ES = .24). 

w/DBDM vs w/o DBDM 

(ES = .27) 

Overall reading 

outcome  

SR, LD,  K-12 Evaluated 

nondifferential 

attrition, 

comparable 

samples, 

random 

assignment, 

fidelity, and 

reliability of 

measures  

15 12 

(80%) 

8) Flynn et 

al. (2012) 

US Meta RME Overall ES = .73 for 

comprehension 

Phonics (for all reading 

measures ES = .32); 

phonics and 

comprehension (for all 

reading measures ES 

= .16); comprehension 

(for all reading measures 

ES = .57); phonemic 

awareness and phonics 

(for all reading measures 

ES = .52); and phonics, 

fluency, and 

comprehension (for all 

reading measures ES 

= .06) 

Norm-referenced 

reading measures  

e.g., reading 

comprehension, 

word identification, 

decoding, fluency, 

math (i.e., related to 

arithmetic), and 

others (e.g., memory 

and word 

knowledge) 

FR G5-9; 

Age 9-15 

NR 10 studies in 

total, of which 

7 investigated 

reading 

comprehension 

as outcome 

measure 

4  

(40%) 
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9) Goodwin 

& Ahn 

(2010) 

US Meta RME Morphological 

interventions (ES = 0.24) 

Reading 

comprehension; 

decoding; 

morphological 

knowledge; 

phonological 

awareness; spelling; 

vocabulary; fluency 

LD; RD; 

SLD; SR; 

PS; 

ELL_E 

 

K-12 NR 8 4 

(50%) 

10) 

Goodwin & 

Ahn (2013) 

US Meta T, Q, NE Morphological 

interventions (ES = 0.32) 

Reading 

comprehension; 

decoding; 

morphological 

knowledge; 

phonological 

awareness; spelling; 

vocabulary; fluency 

AV, LD; 

RD; SLD; 

SR; PS; 

ELL_E 

 

K-9 NR 27 articles (30 

studies) 

20 studies  

(74%) 

11) Graham, 

& Hebert 

(2011) 

 

US Meta T, Q 
Writing about reading 

(ES= 0.37 on SM and 

ES= .50 on UM),Writing 

instruction (average 

values of ES for process 

writing, text structure, 

and paragraph/sentence 

instruction is 0.22 on SM 

and 0.27 UM; average 

value of ES for sentence 

construction is 0.66 and 

for spelling instruction 

is .62); Extra writing 

(ES=.35) 

 

 

 

Reading 

comprehension, 

reading fluency, 

word reading 

FR, LD, 

PR, GR, 

RD, WSP; 

ELL 

G1–12 11 indicators 

(e.g., random 

assignment and 

treatment 

fidelity) of 

study quality as 

stated explicitly 

and clearly on 

p.717. 

95 6 (6.3%) 
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12) Graham 

et al. (2018) 

 Meta T; Q Balanced reading and 

writing instruction (i.e., 

no more than 60% of 

instructional 

activities/time devoted to 

either reading or writing) 

(overall ES = .33, 

comprehension ES = .39) 

Cooperative learning; 

writing to read; early 

instruction; remedial; 

content based; literature 

based; home; whole 

language; strategy based  

Reading skills (i.e., 

reading 

comprehension, 

decoding, and 

reading vocabulary) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

FR Pre, K-12 ASQ 38  15 (40%) 

13) Guzman 

et al. (2018) 

 

US 

 

Meta SSD Self-monitoring (Tau-U 

= 0.88) on reading 

comprehension 

Reading outcome 

e.g., Academic 

accuracy of reading, 

academic 

productivity of 

reading, on-task 

behaviour of 

reading; reading 

fluency; vocabulary; 

reading 

comprehension 

FR  K-12 

 

 WWC 

standards 

assessed for 

SSD primary 

studies 

19 (8 for 

reading 

comprehension 

5 

(63%) 

14) Hall et 

al. (2017) 

US Meta T; Q; 

MTC 

Overall ES = .35; 

comprehension: ES = .25 

vocabulary instruction: 

ES = .08; instruction on 

comprehension and 

vocabulary: ES = .39 

Combined reading; 

reading 

comprehension; 

vocabulary; content 

knowledge 

ELL_E G4-8; 

Ages 9-

14 

ASQ: WWC 11 (9 for 

reading 

comprehension 

8 

(89%) 

15) Hall et 

al. (2018) 

US Meta T; Q Overall ES= .54 on all 

outcome measures); 

Targeted small group 

intervention (ES = .65) 

vs. comprehensive 

intervention (ES = .35) 

Reading outcomes 

(i.e., fluency, 

comprehension, 

phonemic 

awareness, phonics, 

vocabulary) 

FR K-12 ASQ 

according to 

What Works 

Clearinghouse 

procedure 

27 23 

(85%) 
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16) Hebert 

et al. (2013) 

US Meta T; Q; 

POC 

Writing activities:  

Summary vs questions 

(ES = .24); questions vs 

note taking (ES = -.20); 

summary vs note taking 

(ES = .05); questions vs 

extended writing (ES 

= .01) 

Reading 

comprehension  

 

 G 1-12 Evaluated the 

random 

assignment; 

fidelity etc.,  

19 1 

(5%) 

17) Hebert 

et al.  

(2016) 

 

 

 

 

US  Meta T, Q Text structure instruction 

on the expository reading 

comprehension (ES=.57) 

Proximal measures 

of comprehension; 

temporal contexts 

(maintenance), near-

contexts (untaught 

text structures), and 

far-contexts (general 

reading 

comprehension) 

FR, LD, 

AR & AA 

G 2–12 Fail to report 

fidelity and 

failure to 

include more 

than one teacher 

per condition. 

45  18 (40%) 

 

18) Kim et 

al. (2013) 

US and 

Canada 

Meta T, Q Summer reading 

interventions: classrooms 

(teacher-directed literacy 

lessons) and home 

(child-initiated book 

reading activities); 

summer reading 

interventions 

 

ES=.23 for reading 

comprehension. 

only reading 

comprehension: ES 

= .13, reading 

achievement: ES= 

0.10; fluency and 

decoding combined 

(ES = .24); Reading 

vocabulary (ES=.01) 

FR, AA, 

AD 

K-8  WWC 

evidence 

standards 

35 29 (83%) 

 

19)Ludwig 

et al. (2019) 

Canada

; China 

Meta T; Q Overall ES = .50 

Phonological awareness; 

phonics; vocabulary, and 

others (i.e., multifaceted 

interventions) 

Reading 

comprehension (i.e., 

comprehension 

test/quiz score); 

Reading fluency; 

and reading 

accuracy 

ELL_E K-12 NR 15 14 

(93%) 
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20)McBreen 

et al. (2020) 

NR Meta RCTs or 

QEDs 

Motivational reading 

interventions (ES= .20 

on reading achievement 

including reading 

comprehension; ES= .30 

on reading motivation) 

reading skill 

(phonological aware 

ness, 

fluency, vocabulary, 

reading 

comprehension) 

and/or reading 

motivation (self-

efficacy, value for 

reading, intrinsic 

motivation, overall 

motivation) 

FR K-12 

(ages 5 to 

18) 

publication bias 

lack of 

integration 

between theory 

and 

practice 

further refining 

the relationship 

between 

reading 

motivation and 

achievement 

49 36 (73%) 

 

21)Okkinga 

et al. (2018) 

The 

Netherl

ands 

Meta T; Q Reading-strategy 

intervention 

(standardised 

comprehension ES 

= .186; unstandardised 

comprehension ES 

= .431) 

Reading 

comprehension; 

strategic ability; 

strategy knowledge; 

strategy use self-

report 

FR G 3-12 NR 52 46 

(88%) 

22)Puzio & 

Colby 

(2013) 

US Meta T; Q Cooperative and 

collaborative literacy 

program (ES = .20) 

Reading 

comprehension; 

overall reading 

outcome; vocabulary 

outcome 

FR G 2-12 NR 18 2 

(11%) 

23)Roberts 

et al. (2020) 

US Meta T; Q; 

MTC 

ES = .86 for Reading 

intervention (e.g., 

phonological awareness, 

phonics) on 

comprehension, ES = 

1.82 for behavioural 

intervention 

Reading 

comprehension; 

early reading; word 

reading;  

RD and 

BD (co-

occurrence

) 

K-12 ASQ: WWCs 11, of which 3 

measured 

reading 

comprehension 

as outcome 

Not 

enough 

informatio

n to derive 

this 

number 

for 

reading 
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24)Sanders 

et al., (2019) 

US Meta T, Q, RD, 

SSD 

Self-regulated strategy 

development (SRSD) 

reading interventions 

(e.g., think before, think 

while, think after 

reading; pick goals, list 

ways to meet goals, and 

make notes, sequence 

notes; written summary) 

Reading 

comprehension (ES 

= 1.95)  

E.g., Oral retell, 

written retell, CBM-

Maze, and 

comprehension 

questions 

LD Age 5-18 Standards for 

Evidence-Based 

Practices in 

Special 

Education 

evaluated  

9 9 

(100%) 

25)Scamma

cca et al. 

(2015) 

US Meta T; Q; 

MTC 

Reading comprehension 

(ES = 0.39); Multiple 

components (ES = 0.17) 

Reading 

comprehension (i.e., 

standardised and 

non-standardised)  

 G4-12. 

Age 9-21 

NR 82 50 

(61%) 

26)Silverma

n et al. 

(2020) 

US Meta T; Q; 

within-

subject 

design 

Language 

comprehension 

instruction (overall ES 

= .19); Custom measures 

(ES = .68), standardised 

measures (ES = .08) 

Reading/listening/ 

language 

comprehension (i.e., 

syntax, 

vocabulary/semantic

s, or morphology);  

FR K-5 NR 20 20 

(100%) 

27)Souvigni

er et al. 

(2007) 

NR Meta T,Q, Pre-

post 

 

Reading comprehension 

instruction (including 

fundamental reading 

skills instruction, text 

enhancements, and 

questioning/strategy 

instruction). Overall 

ES=. 65  

Reading 

comprehension 

LD & AD Elementa

ry/middle

/high 

school 

students; 

adjudicat

ed youth 

little attention 

to specialized 

strategy 

instruction; 

little evidence 

on the effects of 

longer-term 

implementation

s of reading 

comprehension 

instruction on 

norm-

referenced 

measures of 

reading and the 

effectiveness of 

combinations of 

these treatments 

40 NR 



   
 

   

 

102 

28)Swanson 

et al (2017) 

US Meta T, Q Tier 1 reading 

instruction: SM 

(ES= .05 to .49); UM 

(ES =0.01 to 2.52); 

reading comprehension 

ES=.12 for SM 

Reading 

Comprehension, 

Vocabulary, 

Phonics/word 

recognition Fluency 

RD Grades 4-

12 or 

aged 9-18 

 

NR 37 35 (95%) 

29)Swanson 

et al. (2014) 

US Meta, 

Meta-

synthesi

s 

T; Q; 

MTC; 

SSD; 

SGD 

Social studies content 

(overall ES = 1.02) 

Mnemonics approach 

(ES = 1.07) vs. Others 

(ES = 1.00); Graphic 

organizer (ES = 0.84) vs. 

Others (ES = 1.06) 

Reading 

comprehension 

related to social 

studies concepts; 

Social studies 

content learning 

LD K-12 Evaluated for 

treatment-

comparison 

studies on 

random 

assignment, 

fidelity of 

treatment, 

standardised 

dependent 

measures. 

Moderation 

analysis not 

conducted 

based on study 

quality 

16 studies for 

meta-analysis 

2 

(13%) 

30)Wood et 

al. (2018) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

U. S Meta-

analysis 

T; Q; 

WSD 

Text-to-speech tools (ES 

= .36, exclusive of 

adults) 

Reading 

comprehension 

RD K-12 NR 22 studies in 

total (incl. 

adults). Not 

able to isolate 

the number of 

studies 

targeting K-12 

14 

(64%) 
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31)Xu et al. 

(2019) 

 

 

 

Canada Meta T, Q When compared to 

traditional instruction, 

ITSs produced a large ES 

(0.86). Analyzing the 

researcher-designed 

measures and 

standardized measures 

separately, the ES was 

1.01 and 0.27 

respectively. 

Reading 

comprehension 

FR K-12 

 

NR 19 19(100%) 

32)Zimmer

mann et al., 

(2021) 

US Meta T; Q Non-repetitive reading 

(Overall ES = 0.239) 

(e.g., Wide reading; 

continuous reading; 

reading assigned texts; 

independent reading 

[sustained silent 

reading]) 

Reading fluency 

(i.e., oral and silent) 

(NIC); Reading 

comprehension 

RD G 2 - 12 NR 7 6 

(86%) 

Note.  US=the united states; Meta=meta-analysis; T=true experiment; Q=quasi-experimental; ES=effect size; ESL_E=English as second language 

students studying in English-speaking countries; K= kindergarten; NR= not reported; LD=learning disabilities; FR=full range of students in typical 

classrooms; G=grades; TD=typical developing students; SR=struggling readers; RME=repeated measure experimental design; NE =nonexperimental; 

AV = typically achieving; RD=reading disabilities/ difficulties; SLD= speech and language delayed; PS=poor speller; ASQ=assessed study quality; 

PR=poor reader; GR = good readers; WSP = weak spellers; SSD=single-subject design; WWC= What Works Clearinghouse; MTC= multiple 

treatment comparison;  POC=  participant as own control; AR=at risk; AA=above average; AD=, RCTs=randomized control trials; BD=behaviour 

difficulty; SGD=single-group design; WSD=within subject design; SM=standardised measure ( e.g., norm-referenced measures); UM= 

unstandardised measures (e.g., researcher-designed measures); ITSs= intelligent tutoring systems. 
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APPENDIX 3: SUMMARY OF THE SYNTHESIS REVIEW 

 

Due to the exclusion rules as delineated earlier, a total of 49 articles were included in the initial 

selection. After further examination,  22 articles were included, providing 23 independent studies 

with eight independent studies involved in seven articles reviewed by Huddle et al. (2017). Table 

2 reported the articles included in the synthesis review. Like Table 1, Table 2 summarises the key 

information reported in previous synthesis (including best-evidence synthesis) reviews, such as 

types of interventions, student characteristics and outcome of interventions (e.g., reading 

comprehension, vocabulary and fluency).  
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Table 2. Synthesis Review of Literature on the Effects of Reading Interventions on Reading Comprehension 

Review Origin Review 

Type 

Study 

Type 

Intervention 

 

Outcome Grade  

(Age) 

 

 

Student 

type 

 

No. of 

Studies 

 

No. 

Post-

2004 

Studies 

(%) 

1) Baye, 

Ariane,Inns, 

Amanda,,Lake, 

Cynthia,Slavin, 

Robert E 

US & 

UK 

BES T, Q 51 reading programmes involving 10 

categories (teaching approaches):  

tutoring, cooperative learning, whole-

school, writing-focused, content-

focused, vocabulary-focused, strategy-

focused, personalization, 

group/personalization rotation, 

intensive group 

ES= .09  

Outcome variable is the reading 

performance (including reading 

comprehension, decoding and 

fluency)  

G 6–12 SR 69 66 

(95%) 

 

2) Cheung, Alan 

C K,Slavin, 

Robert E 

 

US BES T, Q Educational technology applications, 

including, small- group integrated 

applications (e.g.., Failure Free 

Reading, Read, Write & Type, and 

Lindamood Phoneme Sequence 

Program), supplemental programs (e.g., 

Jostens and Lexia), comprehensive 

models (e.g., READ 180 and Read 

About), and Fast For Word program 

ES= .14. 

reading comprehension and 

vocabulary, reading efficiency, 

oral reading fluency, phonemic 

awareness, phonetic decoding, and 

text reading accuracy 

 

G1-6 SR 20 14 

(70%) 

3) Cheung, Alan 

C K,Slavin, 

Robert E 

US Syn & 

Meta 

T Two types intervention: whole-school 

and whole-class intervention, and small 

group and one-to-one supplemental 

intervention 

ES=.23 

reading comprehension, word attack, 

vocabulary, fluency, grammar, 

decoding, phono-logical awareness. 

K-6 ELL 22 

 

11(50%

) 

4) Cisco, 

Brooke 

Kandel,Padron, 

Yolanda 

US Syn T, Q, 

NEC 

Vocabulary and reading  

strategy instruction 

Reading comprehension (not 

specified which components of 

reading comprehension) 

G4-12 ELL 11 2 (19) 
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5) Connor, 

Carol M，
Alberto, Paul 

A，Compton, 

Donald L，
O'Connor, 

Rollanda E 

US Syn T, Q, 

DS 

(1) Fluency intervention (repeated 

reading and wide reading); (2) peer-

assisted /collaborative learning (reading 

aloud, recall, summarisation, 

previewing; monitoring); (3) 

personalised/ individualised instruction; 

(4) Instructions for children with LD:  

repeated story reading, segmentation, 

letter-sound correspondence, 

word/picture identification; single-word 

reading 

(1) Reading fluency; (2) reading 

comprehension and reading rate; (3) 

reading comprehension and word 

reading, basic reading skills and 

vocabulary; (4) oral reading fluency 

and phonological awareness (mild 

LD), phonics skills (moderate LD). 

(1) G4-5 

(2) G6-

12 

(3) K-4 

(4) 

elementa

ry 

students 

LD 20 19 

(95%) 

6) Edmonds, 

Meaghan 

S,Vaughn, 

Sharon,Wexler, 

Jade,Reutebuch

, Colleen,Cable, 

Amory,Tackett, 

Kathryn 

Klingler,Schnak

enberg,Jennifer 

Wick  

US Syn T, 

SGD, 

SSD 

Interventions types: (1) comprehension 

(e.g., reciprocal reading, strategy 

instruction, attribution training, graphic 

organizers); (2) fluency (strategy 

instruction), (3) multicomponent (a 

peer-assisted learning comprehension 

and fluency intervention, enhanced 

collaborative strategic reading 

intervention, a computer-based 

intervention) (4) word study (phonemic 

awareness intervention, a structural 

analysis Approach, decoding strategy) 

Reading comprehension, theme 

identification, vocabulary, word 

reading, oral reading fluency, 

phonemic processing, word 

recognition and decoding. Effect 

sizes were reported study by study in 

line with the intervention types. In 

general, the reading interventions had 

positive effect on comprehension. 

ES= .89 on reading comprehension 

across the thirteen studies in the 

meta-analysis, and ES= .34 for word-

level interventions on 

comprehension. 

G 6-12 

 

RD 29 0 (%) 

7) El Zein, 

Farah, Solis, 

Michael,Vaugh

n, 

Sharon,McCull

ey, Lisa 

US Syn Q, 

SSD, 

SGD 

Strategy instruction, anaphoric cueing, 

explicit instruction, and student 

grouping practices 

Reading comprehension, oral reading 

fluency 

K-12 ASD 12 8(67%) 

8) Garwood, 

Justin 

D,Brunsting, 

Nelson C,Fox, 

Leslie C 

US Syn SSD 
(1) Repeated readings, (2) cognitive 

mapping, (3) choice with antecedent 

instruction and reward (4) listening-

while-reading (5) corrective reading (6) 

text mapping (7) peer-assisted 

learning and (8) self-graphing. 

Reading comprehension (reading 

comprehension accuracy and rate, 

word correct per minute), oral 

reading fluency. Reading 

comprehension：average ES=.57; 

G 6-9 EBD 9 8 (89%) 
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oral reading fluency：average 

ES=.84 is 0.57. 

9) Hall, Colby S 

 

U.S. Syn SSD 

EGD 

Inference instruction (e.g., prior 

knowledge activation and prediction 

work; identifying key or “clue” words; 

liberal recall) 

Inferential  reading comprehension: 

ES=.72* to 1.85* (on researcher-

developed measures);  ES= -.03 

to1.96* (on standardized measures) 

G2–9 SR 9 2 (22%) 

10) Huddle, 

Sally, Hosp, 

John, Watt, 

Sarah 

 

US Syn T, Q Multicomponent intervention 

(Including phonics, vocabulary, 

fluency, and comprehension 

instruction) 

ES= −.20 to .71 (variable). 

comprehension (ES= − .20 to .71, 

variable); fluency (ES= .40 to .64, 

small to medium); word reading 

(ES= .02 to .47, none to small) 

language (ES= −.06 to .33, none to 

small) 

G4-12 ELLs  

with RD 

 

7 

articles 

(8 

studies) 

6 

articles 

(7studie

s): 88% 

11) Hudson, 

Alida,Koh, Poh 

Wee,Moore, 

Karol A,Binks-

Cantrell, Emily 

 

 

 

US Syn T, Q Oral reading fluency interventions: 

repeated reading, listening while 

reading, continuous reading 

Oral reading fluency (i.e., accuracy, 

rate, and prosody), reading 

comprehension:  75% of the studies 

reviewed produced small to large 

effects (ES = .01-1.18) on the oral 

reading fluency; 50% had small to 

large effects (ES = 0.07–2.59) on 

reading comprehension outcomes 

with the majority of interventions 

yielding moderate to ES across a 

variety of measures.  

G1-4 RD 16 16 

(100%) 

12) Kim, Min 

Kyung 

Bryant, Diane 

Pedrotty 

Bryant, Brian R 

Park, Yujeong 

US Syn T, Q, 

SSG, 

SGD 

Repeated reading with/without a 

model, video modeling only (without 

instruction),word/phrase-based 

practice. 

Oral reading fluency and reading 

comprehension: growth in oral 

reading fluency was associated with 

reading comprehension outcomes 

G1-5 LD 12 9 (75%) 

13) Kim, 

Woori,Linan-

Thompson, 

US Syn T, Q Instructional modification (graphic 

organizers) Strategy instruction (self-

monitoring) 

 

Comprehension  

 

G6–8 LD 14 3 (21%) 
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Sylvia,Misquitt

a, Radhika 

 

14) McKenna, 

John 

William,Shin, 

Mikyung,Solis, 

Michael,Mize, 

Min,Pfannensti

el, Kathleen 

 

US QS SSD Graphic organizers, listening while 

reading, multicomponent, 

repeated reading, and word analysis 

ES=.58. Reading comprehension 

(smaller effects), Reading 

performance (overall ES= .29. 

Interventions provided by teachers 

were more effective than those 

provided by researchers, suggesting 

the importance of the 

student–teacher relationship for 

reading instruction. 

K–12 EBD 17 10 

(59%) 

15) Richards-

Tutor, 

Catherine,Bake

r, Doris 

L,Gersten, 

Russell,Baker, 

Scott K,Smith, 

Jeanie Mercier  

US Syn T Reading intervention programmes (e.g., 

Lectura Proactiva, Reading Mastery 

and Corrective Reading and HELPS 

Fluency Program 

Phonological awareness (PA) and 

alphabetic knowledge (K-1); fluency 

and comprehension 

(Intermediate grades).  

Values of ES were reported study by 

study. Generally, the interventions 

were effective on PA and phonics in 

young learners, and the effect of  

of intervention on older English 

learners (fourth grade and above) 

were minimal 

K–8 ELL 

with RD 

or at 

risk for 

RD 

12 9 (75%) 

16) Slavin, 

Robert E.,Lake, 

Cynthia,Chamb

ers, 

Bette,Cheung, 

Alan,Davis, 

Susan 

 

 

 

US BES T, Q, 

MS; 

MP 

(1) Reading curricula, (2)) instructional 

technology, (3) instructional process 

programs, 

ES=.13. ES=.06 on reading 

achievement (e.g. reading 

comprehension, oral reading fluency, 

vocabulary, decoding, and word 

identification), ES=.06 on reading 

comprehension and vocabulary; 

ES= .21on comprehension, 

vocabulary, and fluency. 

G2-5 FR 79 34 

(43%) 
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18) Slavin, 

Robert 

E.Cheung, 

Alan,Groff, 

Cynthia,Lake, 

Cynthia 

 

US BES T, Q,  

MS, 

MP 

(1) Reading curricula (2) mixed-

method models (methods that combine 

large and small-group instruction with 

computer activities), (2) computer-

assisted instruction, and (3) 

instructional-process 

programs (providing teachers with 

extensive professional development to 

implement specific 

instructional methods) 

ES= .17. Reading achievement: 

reading comprehension/recognition, 

letter-word identification, reading 

fluency. 

Positive achievement Effects: 

instructional-process programs 

(especially cooperative learning) and 

mixed-method programs. No studies 

of reading curricula met the inclusion 

criteria, and the effects of 

supplementary computer-assisted 

instruction was small. 

G 6-10 SR, FR 33 18 

(55%) 

18) Slavin, 

Robert E,Lake, 

Cynthia,Davis, 

Susan,Madden, 

Nancy A 

 

US BES T, Q, 

MS 

(1) One-to-one tutoring, (2) small- 

group tutorials (3) classroom 

instructional process programmes, (4) 

computer-assisted instruction 

Reading comprehension, vocabulary, 

word, phonemic decoding, oral 

reading fluency, reading rate, reading 

accuracy, word attack, word 

identification, decoding. ES for one-

to-one tutoring: ES=.23 for Reading 

Recovery; ES= .24 for one-to-one 

tutoring by paraprofessionals and 

volunteers; ES= .31 for small-group 

tutorials; ES=.56 for classroom 

instructional process programmes; 

ES=.55 for Classroom instructional 

process with tutoring (Success for 

All); ES=.09 for instructional 

technology 

K-5 SR 97 29 

(30%) 
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19) Solis, 

Michael,Ciullo, 

Stephen,Vaugh

n, Sharon,Pyle, 

Nicole,Hassara

m, Bindiya 

US Syn T, Q, 

SSD 

Two categories of interventions: 

summarization–main idea, 

Summarization main idea with self-

monitoring strategies, multiple strategy 

interventions, and other treatments 

Reading comprehension skills (e.g., 

main idea, factual questions, cause-

effect, inference; fact recall).  

Overall mean ES was not reported. 

In general, medium to large 

effect sizes were derived primarily 

from researcher-developed 

comprehension measures. Average 

lower effect sizes were reported in 

standardized measures of reading 

comprehension. 

 

G6-8 

 

LD 14 1 (7%) 

20) Stevens, 

Elizabeth 

A,Walker, 

Melodee,  

A,Vaughn, 

Sharon 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

US 

 

Syn 

 

T, Q, 

SGD 

 

RR, RR with multicomponent 

interventions, and assisted reading with 

audiobooks. 

Reading fluency (rate, accuracy, 

and/or prosody) and comprehension. 

Medium to large effects for RR on 

standardized measures of reading 

fluency (ES=0.65 on Gray Oral 

Reading Test–4, and ES= 0.94 on 

Woodcock Reading Mastery Test–

NU), ES = 0.72 and = 2.09 

respectively on passage 

comprehension on the same 

measures; Effect sizes (on 

standardised measures) for RR 

interventions multicomponent 

interventions on comprehension 

questions answered correctly was 

0.91, on reading accuracy was 0.42, 

on a comprehension maze task was 

0.46; ES= 1.07 for assisted reading 

with audiobooks on oral reading 

fluency. 

K-5 

 

LD 

 

19 

 

13 

(68%) 

 

21) Wanzek, 

Jeanne,Wexler, 

Jade,Vaughn, 

Sharon,Ciullo, 

Stephen  

 

 

US 

 

Syn 

 

T, Q 

SGD 

SSD 

 

(1) Vocabulary and comprehension: 

TWA, SI, SI plus attribution training, 

VAI, reciprocal teaching; (2) fluency:  

repeated reading of text or 

sustained/continuous reading 

of text along; (3) word recognition: 

phonological processing skills, 

embedded phonics, phono-Graphix 

Reading comprehension, vocabulary, 

fluency and word reading. 

TWA: ES= .99 on RDM for main 

ideas, summarizing, and retell; ES 

were 3.46 and 2.63 for SI and SI plus 

attribution training on RDM for main 

ideas, recall, cloze; ES=.58 for VAI 

on RDM for word definitions and 

G4-5 

 

RD 

 

24 

 

5(21%) 
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 ; (4) multi-component:  reading-level 

/classroom matched, reread-adapt and 

answer-comprehend. 

 

 

 

cloze; effects of reciprocal teaching 

on reading were varying, and no ESs 

were reported. Generally, instruction 

in comprehension strategies for 

application before, during, and after 

reading positively affected 

comprehension outcomes on RDM; 

mixed results for fluency 

interventions; limited evidence 

(1study) for effects of vocabulary 

instruction, and (4) promising effects 

of multi-component interventions. 

22) Wexler, 

Jade,Vaughn, 

Sharon,Edmon

ds, 

Meaghan,Reute

buch, Colleen, 

Klein 

US Syn Treat

ment-

comp

arison 

SGD 

SSD 

Fluency interventions (listening 

passage previewing such as listening to 

an audiotape or adult model of good 

reading before attempting to read a 

passage) and repeated reading 

interventions. 

 

Comprehension, reading speed, word 

recognition, reading accuracy. 

In general, fluency interventions 

have positive effect on 

comprehension and fluency, while 

repeated reading has no effect on 

reading speed, word recognition, and 

comprehension 

G 6-12 SR 19 0 (0%) 

Note. US=the United States of America; UK= the United Kingdom; BES=best-evidence synthesis; T=true experiment; Q=quasi-experimental; 

ES=effect size; G=grades; SR=struggling readers; Syn=synthesis; Meta=meta-analysis; K= kindergarten; ELL=English language learners; NEC=non-

experimental comparative studies; DS= descriptive studies; LD=learning disabilities; SGD=single-group design; SSD= single-subject design; 

RD=reading disabilities/ difficulties; ASD=Autism spectrum disorder; EBD=emotional and behaviour disorder; EGD=experimental group design; ; 

QS=Quantitative synthesis; MS= matched studies; MP=matched post-hoc; FR=full range of students in typical classrooms; RR=repeated reading; 

TWA= Think before you reading, think While reading, think After reading; SI= self-instruction;  RDM= researcher-developed measures; VAI=video-

assisted instruction. 
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