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The following article first appeared in the WORD newsletter and was written by Dixie Massey.

_________

Beyond strategy instruction


“What do you think you can do to become a better reader?” I asked Josh, a 3rd grader struggling to read. 

Josh’s response was similar to many other students—“Read the little words better and read faster.” 

Our students are often very focused at the word level of reading, and rightfully so. They know that they will be assessed on things like how many words they can read by a certain level, how fast they can read the words and how they sound when reading out loud. Teachers in the primary grades are also often focused on words. Words are easy to assess—the student is right or wrong, the words can be assessed quickly, and the assessments can be reduced to single numbers and scores for easy reporting. Even a more complex look at how students perform on reading words can be easily categorized. The errors that students make at the word level can be analyzed through miscue analysis and we can see if they rely on visual, meaning, or syntactic cues. 


In contrast, comprehension is tricky to measure. Certainly, we can ask comprehension questions or the students to retell the story to us, as do informal reading inventories, but this takes time. The retells and inventories must occur one on one. Further, we lack a systematic assessment that categorizes the errors students make when trying to understand a passage. The comprehension questions are only broadly categorized into areas such as explicit, implicit, and perhaps vocabulary questions, thus making it difficult to quantify comprehension results. 


The current emphasis when teaching comprehension has been “teach strategies.” Meta-analyses of reading research have created lists of comprehension strategies that effective readers use, such as predicting, inferring, making relevant connections to background knowledge, and understanding text structures (Block & Pressley, 2002). Curricula and teaching techniques have been designed around these lists (e.g. Strategies that Work). While teaching students to use reading strategies is a powerful instructional method, the potential pitfall of this approach is that as teachers of reading we (a) assume that all we have to do is teach the strategies and (b) teach the strategies indiscriminately, turning them into a scope and sequence without careful examination of what students already do when they try to comprehend. 


Assuming students don’t have comprehension strategies when they are a struggling reader is a critical error. Perhaps unconsciously, we make the inference that all we need to do is teach the students what to do in order to comprehend the passage, model those strategies, have the students participate with us, and that should turn the students into good readers. What we neglect are the strategies they already use. For example, Josh from the beginning of this article knew that before he read a text, he should preview the text. Unfortunately, it was merely an action to repeat; he did not know why he should preview or what he should be looking for and still he faithfully previewed the texts before he read them. Some of the most common strategies that students use ineffectively are:

· Over-reliance on prior knowledge (or what they thought they knew). Students frequently privilege information they heard in a movie or on television. Sometimes, they rely on information that they heard from another student. Each of these sources is often given more weight than the actual textual information.
· Previewing. Many students know that it is important to look at a text before reading. However, they often do not know what they are looking for and their previewing makes no impact on their overall comprehension.
· Making connections. When students do not understand a part of the text, they rely on something they thought they knew. While making a connection can aid comprehension, it can also distract from true comprehension. These readers are likely to make connections that are only superficially related to the text.

· Reading quickly. This strategy has been called “NASCAR reading.” Several students equate good reading with fast reading. It was interesting to note that when effective readers encounter challenging text, they often slow their rate. Oppositely, when readers who struggle encounter text that is challenging, they read quickly, as if in a hurry to get past the hard and/or confusing text.

· Decoding. Occasionally students spend an unusual amount of time decoding. For example, even in a text that was matched to the student’s reading level, the student might pause on a name or a novel word and pause, telling the teacher, “Don’t tell me, I’ll get it.” This is often a stalling technique. 

· Shutting down. Stopping completely and refusing to read is certainly a strategy. Some students give reasons for shutting down—I can’t read, my mom says I’m not a good reader, or I don’t like this story were common reasons given.
Certainly, the strategies our students already use may be ineffective or weak, such as rereading the text in the same manner they read it the first time. However, if we fail to identify and address even those ineffective and weak strategies, we may never help the students correct their comprehension struggles. Their ways of comprehending have become ingrained and practiced. Sometimes, it takes as much effort on our part to confront and correct their ineffective strategies as it does to introduce new strategies. 


Teaching strategies indiscriminately and turning them into a scope and sequence is an extension of assuming students aren’t already using comprehension strategies. Reading basals list the comprehension strategies in the teachers’ guides, weaving multiple strategies into one lesson with little or no sustained practice with any single strategy. While it may require little preparation to teach predicting as a strategy, if we do not attend to matching the strategy to where our students are developmentally, the strategies will remain useless to them. 
Strategy instruction is needed to improve comprehension. However, we need to make sure that we first identify the points of difficulty—what the students do when they fail to comprehend, not just a score on an assessment. Next, we need to match strategy instruction to both challenge what they do incorrectly (over-reliance on prior knowledge) and give them new ways to cope with the difficulty. Awareness of the strategies that a student already uses and matching strategies to readers’ needs requires that teachers posses expert knowledge about students, assessment, and strategies—not just the what and how, but also the when and why of teaching strategies (Pearson, 2007).
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