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INTRODUCTION TO BUILDING LEVELS OF COMPREHENSION

WHAT ARE LEVELS OF COMPREHENSION?

Building Levels of Comprehension is the instructional portion 
of a reading comprehension series that features both diagnosis 
and instruction. Building Levels of Comprehension provides 
teachers with an instructional tool to help build and strengthen 
each student’s ability to answer questions at four levels of 
comprehension, which range from the literal to the abstract.

Building Levels of Comprehension features comprehension 
questions in two formats, multiple-choice and short-response. Both 
formats are typically found on state and standardized tests. A 2006 
study by the Education Sector organization estimated that public 
schools, which now give about 33.6 million tests under NCLB, must 
add another 11.4 million by the end of the current school year.

The multiple-choice format is widely used. And the short-response format is a 
clear test of a student’s level of comprehension. A short-response question elicits a 
thinking process that stimulates the student to construct the correct response to a 
comprehension question.

Building Levels of Comprehension is grounded in thinking-skills research. 
Through this instructional and practice series, students will enhance their profi ciency 
with answering questions at each level of comprehension. “The ability to think, to 
learn, and to make decisions will no longer be the prerogative and the privilege of 
the few. They will become the responsibility and the opportunity of the many people 
whose earlier counterparts worked in so called low-skilled occupations. In this sense, 
literacy will evolve to include profi ciency in comprehension. . . . Literacy will mean far 
more than the basic skills of beginning reading, writing, and arithmetic. It will include 
the skills of comprehension and thinking” (Wittrock, 1991).

In this series, the term “levels of comprehension” refers to the thinking processes 
that are stimulated in order to arrive at answers to reading comprehension questions. 
Many researchers have studied how levels of comprehension affect reading 
comprehension, but the most well-known research may be found in Benjamin 
Bloom’s 1956 publication, Taxonomy of Educational Objectives and Robert Marzano’s 
2001 publication, Designing a New Taxonomy of Educational Objectives. These 
two taxonomies demonstrate a hierarchical order of thinking skills that students 
should master in order to guarantee that learning is deep and solid. The levels of 
comprehension in Building Levels of Comprehension relate in a general and 
simplifi ed way to the levels of cognition in both taxonomies.
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A Brief Discussion of Bloom’s Taxonomy of Educational Objectives

Krathwohl (2002) provides a concise overview of Bloom’s taxonomy. “Bloom’s 
taxonomy is a framework for classifying statements of what we expect or intend 
students to learn as a result of instruction. The framework was conceived as a means 
of facilitating the exchange of test items among faculty at various universities in order 
to create banks of items, each measuring the same educational objective. Benjamin 
S. Bloom, then Associate Director of the Board of Examinations of the University of 
Chicago, initiated the idea, hoping that it would reduce the labor of preparing annual 
comprehensive examinations. To aid in his effort, he enlisted a group of measurement 
specialists from across the United States. . . . Bloom saw the original Taxonomy as 
more than a measurement tool. He believed it could serve as a

❖ common language about learning goals to facilitate communication across 
persons, subject matter, and grade levels;

❖ basis for determining for a particular course or curriculum the specifi c meaning 
of broad educational goals, such as those found in the currently prevalent 
national, state, and local standards;

❖ means for determining the congruence of educational objectives, activities, and 
assessments in a unit, course, or curriculum; and

❖ panorama of the range of educational possibilities against which the limited 
breadth and depth of any particular educational course or curriculum could be 
contrasted. Bloom’s categories were ordered from simple to complex and from 
concrete to abstract” (p. 212).

Bloom’s taxonomy continues to be well-received and included in classroom 
preparation today. Building Levels of Comprehension recognizes and integrates 
the cognitive categories established by Bloom et al. Robert Marzano updated 
Bloom’s taxonomy in his book Designing a New Taxonomy of Educational Objectives 
(2001). The theories of Marzano and Bloom share similar categories of cognitive 
processes, but differences between the two theories do exist.

A Brief Discussion of Marzano’s Designing a New Taxonomy of Educational Objectives

As noted on page 3 of the Building Levels of Comprehension teacher guide, 
Marzano’s taxonomy maintains nearly the same cognitive categories as those found 
in Bloom’s taxonomy. However, Marzano’s theory is more multidimensional and has 
several components that are intertwined to spark cognitive processing.

The fi rst component of Marzano’s theory encompasses three mental systems, 
which describe how people decide whether to engage in a new task, based on their 
interest in the task and the relevance of the task to their lives. The systems also 
explain how information is processed once a person decides to engage in the new 
task. The three systems are:

❖ Self System—This system deals with the motivation a person has for starting a 
new task or continuing with the present task.

❖ Metacognitive System—This system deals with the activation of strategies to 
succeed in the new task and the goals needed to complete the new task.
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❖  Cognitive System—This system deals with the effective processing of 
information that is necessary to complete the new task.

The second component of Marzano’s taxonomy is the Domain of Knowledge. 
The Domain of Knowledge is acted upon by the three mental systems. The Domain 
of Knowledge has three elements: Domain of Information, Mental Procedures, and 
Psychomotor Procedures. These three elements contain a hierarchical order in which 
knowledge is achieved. A fi nal linkage of cognitive processes is the role of Memory. 
The types of memory range from temporary storage of information to permanent 
storage of information. The role of Memory is connected to the three mental systems 
and the three elements of the Domain of Knowledge.

This is a very brief and simplifi ed presentation of Marzano’s Designing a New 
Taxonomy of Educational Objectives. For a more thorough explanation, teachers may 
read the book by Marzano previously cited. 

While Bloom’s taxonomy and Marzano’s new taxonomy have similarities and 
differences, they share a common thread that connects them to the levels of 
comprehension featured in Building Levels of Comprehension. The common 
thread among the taxonomies and the levels of comprehension is the cognitive 
demand that comprehension questions can require of readers.

WHY ARE LEVELS OF COMPREHENSION IMPORTANT TO TODAY’S 
READING CLASSROOMS?

Effect on Students’ Achievement Scores

Students’ mastery of the levels of comprehension is related to the types of 
questions they are able to answer. The way the answer information is attained 
from the passage text determines whether literal, analytical, inferential, or 
critical thinking is involved. Research has shown that limited mastery of levels of 
comprehension is equal to poor reading scores.

❖ The NAEP 2005 Reading Assessment describes a profi cient reader in the 
following manner: “Eighth-grade students performing at the Profi cient 
level should be able to show an overall understanding of the text, including 
inferential as well as literal information. When reading text appropriate to 
eighth grade, they should be able to extend the ideas in the text by making 
clear inferences from it, by drawing conclusions, and by making connections to 
their own experiences—including other reading experiences” (Lutkus, Rampey, 
& Donahue, 2005).

❖  “A broad, general fi nding from the research base is that nearly all of the 
thinking skills programs and practices investigated were found to make a 
positive difference in the achievement levels of participating students” (Cotton, 
1991).

❖  Providing students with practice of various levels of comprehension will help 
them become profi cient readers and will result in higher reading scores.
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Effect on Reading Experience

High mastery of the levels of comprehension indicates that students are able 
to experience a much greater appreciation of the books they are reading. “Many 
children who can understand what they read at a literal level, fi nd it diffi cult to 
understand a writer’s underlying meaning and intentions. There is a tendency for 
them to interpret only what the words say, not what they mean” (Fisher, 2005). 
Moving a student beyond the literal or concrete level will provide a richer, meaningful 
reading experience.

Effect on Teacher Instruction

Marzano (1993) found that questioning is the most popular technique 
teachers use to stimulate students’ thinking. This technique is followed by 
writing techniques and general information process strategies.

There is continuing documentation about the positive effect of higher-order 
thinking on students’ achievement scores. State standards also call for higherorder 
thinking experiences to take place in the classroom.

❖ “The NCLB Act of 2001 has spurred a calling for tests. These tests have been 
studied by national education experts and are said to be assessments of 
basic skills. And yet, even basic skill questions may require higher levels of 
comprehension or thinking skills” (Guthrie, Schafer, & Huang, 2001).

❖  “Virtually every standards document makes explicit or implicit reference to the 
fact that thinking and reasoning should be reinforced in the context of authentic 
tasks within their content areas” (Marzano, 1998).

While there is a recognized demand to have higher-order thinking practiced in the 
classroom, there is also a recognized instructional struggle with bringing higher-order 
thinking to life in the classroom. “Teachers see higherorder thinking tasks as diffi cult 
and highly demanding. Therefore, they refrain from assigning higher-order thinking 
tasks to students whom, the teachers believe, will fi nd such tasks hard and frustrating.

Despite good intentions, this creates a vicious cycle: Precisely those students 
whose thinking skills need the most care and teacher attention get less attention from 
teachers than their high-achieving peers. Exposing teachers to empirical fi ndings 
regarding this particular issue may contribute to changing their beliefs and habits” 
(Zohar & Dori, 2003). Marzano (1993) found that questioning is the most popular 
technique teachers use to stimulate students’ thinking. This technique is followed by 
writing techniques and general information-processing strategies.

Building Levels of Comprehension provides a practical, accessible, and 
nonthreatening tool for bringing higher-order thinking into the reading classroom.

Building Levels of Comprehension provides teachers with a format for building 
and strengthening students’ level of mastery at various levels of comprehension.
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WHY DOES BUILDING LEVELS OF COMPREHENSION PRESENT 
QUESTIONS IN TWO FORMATS – MULTIPLE-CHOICE AND
SHORT-RESPONSE?

Questions are the vehicles that ignite conversations and discussions. Marzano 
(1993) determined that questioning is the most popular technique to stimulate 
students’ thinking. Questioning in today’s classroom appears primarily in two written 
formats—multiple-choice and short-response.

Multiple-Choice Format

The short-response question format is a true vehicle for stimulating 
higherorder thinking. Although multiple-choice question formats are 
gaining prominence in the testing arena, short-response question 
formats continue to stake a claim in assessment situations. “Well-
publicized changes in the National Assessment of Education Progress 
(NAEP), Stanford Achievement Tests (SAT-9), and numerous statewide 
assessments suggest a shift, albeit a gradual one, from objective 
to more open-ended responses to text (Sarroub & Pearson, 1998). 
Open-ended items better measure students’ ability to think about a 
story and to use the information in a story to explain their thinking. 
Thus a combination of objective and open-ended questions in any 
given assessment may make it possible to gather more specifi c 
information about a reader’s thought processes” (Applegate, 
Applegate, & Quinn, 2002).

Building Levels of Comprehension incorporates the short-
response question format to enhance students’ mastery of higher-
order thinking.

25
© 2008 Hawker Brownlow Education

Building Levels of Comprehension – Book A  CA10451

1. What word in the story 
means the same as village?

𝖠 town
𝖡 boy
𝖢 butter

2. How are the town and 
the rock the same?

𝖠 They are both very big.
𝖡 They are both heavy.
𝖢 They are both round.

3. What is the fi rst thing the 
boy said to the rock?

𝖠 “Don’t do anything 
silly.”

𝖡 “Would you like to buy 
some butter?”

𝖢 “Now pay me for 
the butter.”

4. Why did the butter melt?

𝖠 The boy kicked the 
rock.

𝖡 It was a hot day.
𝖢  The rock ate the butter.

5. Why did the boy get angry?

𝖠 because the rock did 
nothing

𝖡 because the butter 
melted

𝖢 because the rock rolled 
over

6. What happened next after 
the boy gave the rock a big 
kick?

𝖠 The rock started to talk.
𝖡 The boy found some 

gold.
𝖢 The rock rolled over.

26
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Building Levels of Comprehension – Book A  CA10451

PART TWO: SHORT RESPONSE
Modelled Practice CONNECT IT

Read this article. Then read 
the question and how to 
answer it.

What is the middle of this 
article mostly about?

School of Long Ago
Look around you. You 

see pencils and paper and 
lots of books.

Long ago, schools were 
much different from schools 
today. There were no pencils. 
There was very little paper. 
Children wrote on tree bark. 
And there was only one kind 
of book to read.

Schools were warmed 
with fi res. In winter, children 
had to bring wood. If a child 
forgot to bring wood, he 
had to sit in the back of the 
room where it was cold.

Understand the QUESTION

■ What does the question ask 
about?

 It asks about the middle part 
of the article.

■ What does the question ask 
you to do? 

 It asks you to tell what the middle 
part of the article is mostly about.

Figure Out the ANSWER
� CONNECT IT

■ Think about the answer. Look 
for pieces of information.

 Read all fi ve sentences in the 
middle part of the article.

 What do they mostly tell 
about? They tell about how 
long ago, schools were much 
different from schools today. 
Put the pieces together to 
answer the question.

■ Answer the question. 
 Write this answer:
 The middle part of the article 

is mostly about how long ago, 
schools were much different 
from schools today.

While multiple-choice questions generally are not seen as the 
typical springboard for higher-level thinking, this format cannot be 
ignored. According to Winerip (2006), forty-two percent of students 
are now taking state reading and math tests that are entirely multiple-
choice. As teachers already know, students need to be aware 
that multiple-choice items often require higher-level thinking. The 
multiple-choice format does not always require simple factual recall. 
Students need to be aware that multiple-choice answers may not 
always be obvious. They need to refl ect upon the question, the text, 
and the offered answer choices before selecting a response. Building 
Levels of Comprehension will positively emphasize questions that 
require higher-order thinking to attain the answers. The question-
unpacking process is a tool for students to use to understand all 
questions and to uncover the deeper thinking that some multiple-
choice questions elicit.

Short-Response Format
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WHAT ARE THE RESEARCH-BASED STRATEGIES AND FEATURES IN 
BUILDING LEVELS OF COMPREHENSION?

The research-based strategies and features in Building Levels of 
Comprehension include: comprehension skills, cooperative learning, differentiated 
instruction, higher-order thinking, literary genres, questionanswering process using 
think-aloud strategy, scaffolded instruction, summarizing, test-taking practice, and 
Think It/Speak It/Write It/Learn It. In concert, these features and strategies make the 
challenge of learning about thinking skills engaging and accessible to students with 
varying abilities.

Comprehension Skills

“Many children who can understand what they read at a literal level, 
fi nd it diffi cult to understand a writer’s underlying meaning and intentions. 
There is a tendency for them to interpret only what the words say, not 
what they mean.” –Fisher, 2005

“Research and common sense . . . confi rm that interacting with other 
people about what we are learning deepens the understanding of 
everyone involved.” –Marzano, 1998

Every day, students utilize comprehension skills, or thinking skills, that range from 
the literal to the abstract. This allows students to process information effectively, 
which is vitally important because as students progress through each grade, the 
demand to read at a deeper level and understand complex text increases. Being able 
to read and think beyond the literal/concrete level is not only a concern for classroom 
teachers, as the federal government is also focusing its attention on students’ abilities 
to comprehend complex material requiring higher-order thinking skills.

In 2006, the federal government initiated an American Competitiveness Initiative. 
This initiative strives to bring students to a more competitive standard of learning 
of complex material, such as that typically found in upper grades as well as in 
science and mathematics texts. Students in grades 3–8 are currently required to take 
standardized tests in reading, math, and science in order to demonstrate content 
mastery. High-school reform is now underway, with accountability assessments 
possibly breaking into high school and into post-secondary education. Students who 
are able to utilize higherorder thinking skills will be in a better position to meet the 
unfolding academic requirements of this new initiative.

Building Levels of Comprehension gives teachers an instructional tool to 
progress students’ mastery of the analytical, inferential, and critical reading skills that 
today’s competitive world requires.

Cooperative Learning

Cooperative learning takes place when students work together in pairs or small 
groups to attain learning goals. Cooperative learning is a hallmark of effective 
instruction of students of all abilities. Cooperative learning experiences benefi t 
students in two main ways.
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“Differentiating instruction is doing what is fair and developmentally 
appropriate for students. It’s whatever works to advance the student. It’s 
highly effective teaching.”–Wormeli, 2005

Cooperative learning increases a connection to school. Blum (2005) discusses 
the importance of students’ feeling connected to school. “Students who experience 
school connectedness like school, feel that they belong, believe teachers care about 
them and their learning, believe that education matters, have friends at school, 
believe that discipline is fair, and have opportunities to participate in extracurricular 
activities . . . Teachers build connectedness in the classroom when they encourage 
team learning exercises. Cooperative learning tends to break down social isolation by 
integrating student teams across gender, academic ability, and ethnicity.”

Cooperative learning also provides another access point to learning through the 
activities of listening and speaking. Strickland and Feeley (2003) explain that through 
cooperative learning, students must make their own ideas clear to others, and they 
must extend themselves to appreciate other students’ perspectives or opinions. 
Active application of both receptive language processes and expressive language 
skills make learning active and memorable.

Building Levels of Comprehension provides opportunities for cooperative 
learning during the small-group or whole-class discussion of student responses. 
Through careful guidance, the teacher may encourage students to discuss the 
reasoning of their responses so that other students may learn a new process or 
strategy.

Differentiated Instruction

Differentiated instruction enables teachers to provide options that meet the 
various needs of students in the classroom. The basic goal of instruction is to 
advance students and give students the content knowledge they need in order to 
handle undifferentiated situations. Making sure that students are given the tools to 
face trying situations—whether testing situations or realworld situations—is a crucial 
step in developing independent and successful students. Differentiated instruction 
is a key teaching strategy that ensures that students of various abilities will have an 
equal opportunity to access new information and knowledge.

The Building Levels of Comprehension books allow for differentiated 
instruction. “Because children differ, no single text nor any single task can 
be appropriate for all children in a classroom” (Allington, 2005). To allow for 
differentiated instruction, the lessons in the Building Levels of Comprehension 
books offer both multiple-choice question formats and short-response question 
formats for each level of comprehension. Teachers may choose to assign either or 
both question formats to grouped students, depending on their reading abilities. 
Teachers will be able to give all students an equal opportunity to experience the 
varying levels of higherorder thinking. Additionally, English-language learners may 
benefi t from using the multiple-choice format because the language burden is 
lessened.
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Higher-Order Thinking

Achieving success using various levels of thinking, especially higher-order 
thinking for reading comprehension, is the instructional goal of Building Levels 
of Comprehension and is discussed in the section What Are the Levels of 
Comprehension. Higher-order thinking occurs when students must look beyond the 
surface of the text they are reading to fi gure out an answer or to attain comprehension. 
Making predictions, drawing conclusions, and making inferences are examples of 
reading strategies that typically elicit higher-order thinking. This type of thinking occurs 
mainly on an abstract level, while sometimes using concrete hints or clues.

Educational researchers (Anderson and Krathwohl, 2001; Vacca and Vacca, 
2005; Marzano and Pickering, 2005), have cited higher-order thinking as a 
necessary ingredient for a successful school career. “Critical and creative thought 
can be considered the very core of literacy” (Marzano, 2003). Building Levels 
of Comprehension promotes the strengthening of thinking skills through both 
declarative knowledge, (the what) and procedural knowledge, (the how). Marzano 
(2003) stresses that a careful balance of both declarative and procedural knowledge 
is key to effective instruction.

In Building Levels of Comprehension, declarative knowledge is predominant 
when students are presented with key information about each level of 
comprehension in the introduction to each lesson. Procedural knowledge is engaged 
in the modeled and guided sections of each lesson by way of the think-aloud 
presentation of the question-unpacking process. The procedural knowledge puts to 
active use what was gained through declarative knowledge. Students use what was 
gained from both declarative and procedural knowledge in the Talk About It and 
Explain It features, when they think about and explain what they have learned about 
the levels of comprehension and how they have attained specifi c answers. Students 
also use both kinds of knowledge in the Summing Up feature, a writing activity in 
which they think about what they have learned and write it in their own words.

Students then go on to use what they have gained from both kinds of knowledge 
when they answer comprehension questions in the independent practices and reviews.

Building Levels of Comprehension utilizes both declarative and procedural 
knowledge and provides a research-based vehicle for teachers to bring higher-order 
thinking into their reading classrooms.

Literary Genres

According to Shelton (2006), students need exposure to multiple 
genres because they comprehend genres in different ways. The more 
practice they have, the better fl uency and comprehension they will 
develop.

Multiple literary genres provide wide reading experiences with both fi ction and 
nonfi ction. Exposure to a wide selection of multiple genres, such as plays, fables, and 
articles, is an integral part of any effective reading program. Researchers have noted 
that good, strategic, and thoughtful readers know how to apply appropriate reading 
strategies to multiple genres (Pearson, Roehler, Dole, & Duffy, 1992; Pressley, 2002; 
Scharer, Pinnell, Lyons, & Fountas, 2005). Exposing students to multiple genres is the 
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fi rst step in the process of building good readers. This further translates into higher 
reading achievement. In a literature review of current research, Biancarosa (2005) 
states, “Students who read more kinds of texts have demonstrated higher reading 
achievement.” Building Levels of Comprehension aids in this process by offering 
a multitude of literary genres for students to experience.

Exposure to Diverse Texts Through Multiple Literary Genres

Giving students access to diverse texts is another element of effective reading 
instruction. The term “diverse texts” is defi ned in the report, Reading Next 
(Biancarosa & Snow, 2004) as texts that are at a variety of diffi culty levels and on a 
variety of topics. Providing reading material at varying reading levels ensures that 
students will not be frustrated by a text that is too diffi cult, which then leads to 
disengagement with the reading activity. Diverse reading levels allow students to 
choose or be assigned reading selections at their own comfort level, thus promoting 
reading fl uency and comprehension. The reading levels of the passages in each 
Building Levels of Comprehension book span one reading level (one grade) per 
book.

Coupled with the range of reading levels, Building Levels of Comprehension 
also provides a diversity of topics across its reading passages. The Reading Next 
report recommends a diversity of topics as an excellent teaching strategy to maintain 
student motivation, engagement, and interest. “Highinterest, low-diffi culty texts play 
a signifi cant role in an adolescent literacy program and are critical for fostering the 
reading skills of struggling readers and the engagement of all students” (p. 27).

While the reading passages in Building Levels of Comprehension are short 
in length, the exposure to a variety of nonfi ction and fi ction genres may serve as a 
steppingstone in building a student’s long-term motivation for and engagement in 
reading. Researchers have determined that wide exposure to reading genres, topics, 
and writing styles may ignite a student’s lifelong desire to read. Repeated reading 
experiences with fables, stories, journals, nonfi ction articles, biographies, and so on 
usually leads students to recognize and eventually seek out texts that are relevant 
and fulfi lling to their own personal lives and needs. In addition to exposure to 
multiple literary genres and diverse texts, other factors that contribute to establishing 
lifelong reading habits are student motivation for reading and teacher contribution to 
the reading process. Both extrinsic motivation (external motivation, such as receiving 
rewards for reading) and intrinsic motivation (internal motivation, such as gaining 
pleasure from reading) play a signifi cant role in building a lifelong reader. Teachers 
who are able to guide students to meaningful and slightly challenging texts are 
elemental to stimulating reading interest (Biancarosa & Snow, 2004; Guthrie, Hoa, 
Wigfi eld, Tonks, & Perencevich, 2006; Guthrie & Wigfi eld, 2000).

Building Levels of Comprehension strives to improve students’ reading 
comprehension through the combined approach of building and strengthening 
students’ use of various thinking processes while reading, and providing a variety of 
texts for students to experience.
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Question-Unpacking Process Using Think-Aloud Strategy

The question-unpacking process introduced and used throughout each book in 
the Building Levels of Comprehension series is a step-by-step learning tool that 
teachers and students may use to help them work through the questions at each level 
of comprehension. Explicit and clear instructions make this highly abstract thinking 
process concrete and manageable for students.

The question-unpacking process in Building Levels of Comprehension has two 
parts: Understand the Question and Figure Out the Answer. In the Understand the 
Question steps, the student is shown how to dissect or break down a comprehension 
question by looking for two features: What the question is asking about (where to 
look in the text for answer information or for clues) and what the question is asking 
the reader to do (what reading strategy is needed to answer the question). The next 
stage in the question unpacking process is Figure Out the Answer. Here, in relation 
to the level of comprehension elicited by the question, students are instructed to 
fi nd or fi gure out the answer information and to answer the questions. This two-stage 
process is repeated in both the Modeled Practice and the Guided Practice of each 
level-of-comprehension lesson.

The question-unpacking process is not only a well-defi ned learning tool that 
promotes student engagement with a passage, it is also a well-supported research-
based instructional strategy. The National Reading Panel (NICHD, 2000) and reading 
experts such as Duke & Pearson (2002), Raphael (1986), and Vacca & Vacca (2005) 
recommend question-answering instruction as a means to building comprehension. 
Many students have a noted diffi culty in answering comprehension questions. A 
question-answering strategy teaches students to discover what the comprehension 
question is asking about and how to fi nd or fi gure out the answer, using their own 
background knowledge as needed. The question-answering strategy gives students 
a tool to handle questions that elicit literal to inferential to creative thinking. Vacca 
and Vacca (2005) state “learners must ‘work’ with print in an effort to explore and 
construct meaning. Reading is fi rst and foremost a conversation, a give and-take 
exchange, between the reader and the text. However, the burden is always on the 
reader.”

Building Levels of Comprehension provides a straightforward, concrete 
learning experience for constructing meaning through its questionunpacking process. 
Integrated throughout the question-unpacking process is the additional instructional 
support of the think-aloud strategy.

Think-Aloud Strategy

The think-aloud strategy may be used by teachers to model the thinking skills and 
processes used when fi guring out and answering questions. A highly-recommended 
teaching strategy (Marzano & Pickering, 1997; Robb, 2000; Vygotsky, 1978), the 
think-aloud strategy exhibits hidden cognitive processes for students. An article by 
Walker (2005) discusses the infl uence that the think-aloud strategy has on struggling 
readers. In summary, struggling or passive students are especially benefi ted because 
they typically need concrete, visible steps to follow as they learn new concepts or 
learning processes. The think-aloud strategy offers more than modeled instruction 
because it clearly demonstrates hidden cognitive processes.
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The think-aloud strategy paves the way to independent learning because the 
strategy eases one common source of frustration that many students, especially 
struggling students, battle with while reading—low self-effi cacy. Bandura’s (1986) 
concept of self-effi cacy, simply stated, relates to how people view their capabilities 
to complete a task. Poor readers typically do not recognize their own achievements, 
they struggle to gain meaning from texts, and they tend to get frustrated and 
defeated. Providing a think-aloud strategy can relieve some of the frustrations 
struggling students may experience by providing modeled overt steps. As a result 
of the manageable and overt steps, students’ confi dence builds, and they begin to 
internalize the steps that the think-aloud is modeling.

In Building Levels of Comprehension, the think-aloud strategy is employed 
during the question-unpacking process. These simple and easy-to-follow steps carry 
students through a complex internal cognitive process for fi nding or fi guring out 
answers to questions at various levels of comprehension.

Scaffolded Instruction

“There is virtually universal agreement that scaffolding plays an essential 
and vital role in fostering comprehension.” –Clark & Graves, 2005

Scaffolded instruction is a well-researched instructional strategy and is an intregral 
part of an effective reading program (Biancarosa & Snow, 2004; Pressley & et al, 
2001; NICHD, 2000; Pearson & Gallagher, 1983;Vygotsky, 1978). “Scaffolding is 
one of the principles of effective instruction that enables teachers to accommodate 
individual student needs” (Kame’enui, Carnine, Dixon, Simmons, & Coyne, 2002).

Instructional scaffolding involves a gradual release of teacher instruction and 
support while students take on more of the learning process until they become 
independent learners (Pearson & Gallagher, 1983). Scaffolded instruction also 
involves knowing each student’s zone of proximal development (Vygotsky, 1978). In 
short, the concept “zone of proximal development” is centered around a student’s 
ability to learn or complete tasks that he or she would usually not be able to 
without a teacher’s guidance. Teachers may fi nd each student’s zone of proximal 
development through the diagnostic assessments of the Assessing Levels of 
Comprehension series.

Scaffolded instruction occurs in Building Levels of Comprehension through 
modeled and guided question-unpacking features, culminating with independent 
practice for each level of comprehension.Through modeled and guided instruction, 
students learn about and then master engaging the appropriate levels of 
comprehension that are necessary for deeper reading engagement. The activities 
Talk About It, Explain It, and Summing Up add social interactions that move students 
to a more comprehensive understanding of the question-unpacking process and the 
various levels of comprehension.

Scaffolding is the framework of the three REVIEW Lessons.
✦ Levels One and Two REVIEW
✦ Levels One–Three REVIEW
✦ Levels One–Four REVIEW
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Scaffolding is also the framework of the three Review lessons in each student 
book. The three cumulative reviews are designed to challenge each student’s 
cognitive load as he or she progresses through the program. This gradual and 
cumulative increase of assessing levels of comprehension provides students 
with additional practice with the questions called for by the different levels of 
comprehension. Teachers may also benefi t from this scaffolded framework because of 
the multiple opportunities that students have to master a level of comprehension.

The fi ve FINAL REVIEWS further challenge students by intermingling the four 
levels of comprehension questions through six multiple-choice questions and six 
short-response questions. Added to this challenge are the longer-length reading 
passages. FINAL REVIEWS 1 and 2 offer one-page reading passages. FINAL 
REVIEWS 3, 4, and 5 present two-page reading passages.

Through careful scaffolded instruction and scaffolded review lessons, Building 
Levels of Comprehension provides students with multiple opportunities to acquire 
mastery of the levels of comprehension, or thinking.

Summarizing

“When core ideas—ideas of substance—are cognitively cultivated 
by developing them on paper, they become ideas the writer can use 
productively in life.” –Paul & Elder, 2005

Summarizing in of itself is a higher-order thinking activity. As defi ned by Vacca 
& Vacca (2005) summarizing is not retelling. It is the process of reducing text to its 
main points through paraphrasing. Researchers (Graham & Perin, 2006; Biancarosa 
& Snow, 2004; Armbruster, 2000; and NICHD, 2000) acknowledge the educational 
benefi ts of summarizing as a studying strategy, often referred to as writing-to-learn 
or writing across the curriculum. Research has determined that writing paraphrase 
summaries can improve learning. Moreover, the writing-to-learn instructional strategy 
promotes active learning and student engagement, and extends thinking (Knipper & 
Duggan, 2006; Milan & Camps, 2005).

The Summing Up activity in Building Levels of Comprehension is a tool that 
promotes deeper understanding of a topic, discloses misunderstood information, 
and increases students’ abilities to explain content. Students are asked to write, in 
their own words, what they have learned about the level of comprehension at the 
conclusion of each level-of-comprehension lesson. Students then further refi ne their 
summarizing skills and their learning by discussing their written summaries with a 
peer. This social interaction helps students receive feedback and connect to another 
peer’s views (Vacca & Vacca, 2005; Vygotsky, 1978).

Additionally, the multiple opportunities to summarize are benefi cial to students 
because of the increased demand for expository writing from middle- and high-
school students. According to the Writing Next report (Graham & Perin, 2006), 
“[I]n the middle and high school years, writing assignments typically involve 
expository tasks, such as reporting, summarizing and analyzing factual information, 
and expressing an opinion with the support of evidence. Sixty percent of writing 
assignments in 4th grade, 65% in 8th grade, and 75% in 12th grade are expository 
in nature (Persky et al., 2003). Moreover, expository writing is the most frequently 
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assigned writing task at the college level (Bridgeman & Carlson, 1984). Students 
engage in four summarizing activities in each Building Levels of Comprehension 
book.

Building Levels of Comprehension, through its Summing Up activity, provides 
students with practice in the type of writing they are often called upon to do in 
middle and high school. More importantly, the summarizing activity is a learning tool 
that deepens students’ recall and understanding of each level of comprehension.

Test-Taking Practice

All students (from the challenged to the advanced) have to take tests. All tests 
have questions with answers ranging from the literal to the abstract. Multiple-choice 
and short-response test questions are often used on state and national standardized 
tests. Whether tests are given as classroom benchmarking tools to guide instruction 
or as mandated accountability tools, students inevitably encounter stressful testing 
situations.

Test taking, as either an instructional aid or as an accountability tool, is not going 
to fade. The results from a recent poll called Reality Check 2006: Is Support for 
Standards and Testing Fading? (Johnson, Arumi, & Ott, 2006) shows the public’s 
general opinion of testing:

❖ 73% of school superintendents say that having timely student test data can 
improve educational leadership.

❖  48% of parents view standardized tests as necessary and valuable.

❖  71% of students think the number of tests they have to take is “about right.”

❖ 71% of teachers think that students take too many standardized tests.

These poll results indicate that both state and national tests may now be 
recognized as a regular part of school life. Test-taking practice may make this part of 
a student’s life less stressful.

On the most basic level, test-taking practice familiarizes students with test 
question formats, sentence structures, academic vocabulary, and answer-sheet 
formats. This kind of practice can help alleviate test anxiety.

Research has shown that repeated practice of answering multiple-choice and 
short-response questions like the questions in Building Levels of Comprehension 
may reduce test anxiety in students. “Students of all levels of academic achievement 
and intellectual abilities can be affected by test anxiety” (Supon, 2004). Supon and 
other researchers suggest that one method of alleviating test anxiety is to provide 
practice with test-question formats. With practice, students become comfortable with 
the question formats that are connected with high-stakes testing. This is signifi cant 
because “cognitive test anxiety exerts a signifi cant stable and negative impact on 
academic performance measures” (Cassady & Johnson, 2002).
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Think It/Speak It/Write It/Learn It

“The construction of meaning, whether it be through listening, 
speaking, reading, or writing, is rooted in thought.” –Strickland & Feeley, 
2003

Language and thought are two concepts that are inextricably connected in their 
signifi cance to learning. (Marzano, 2003; Strickland & Feeley, 2003; Vygotsky, 1986, 
1978). Researchers Piaget and Vygotsky are credited with initiating the discussion 
about how language and thought are intertwined and shaped by various external and 
internal conditions and situations.

Building Levels of Comprehension integrates Vygotsky’s theory (1986, 1978) 
regarding the impact of thought and language on learning. Tied to these concepts 
is the important role of expert partners and the “zone of proximal development” in 
successful learning (See page 20, Scaffolded Instruction).

In brief, Vygotsky (1978) held that a person’s inner thoughts are fi rst verbalized 
as inner speech—thoughts and images in a person’s mind—before he or she speaks 
them aloud. Vygotsky (1986) defi nes inner speech as “speech for oneself; external 
speech is speech for others” (p. 225). These fi rst thoughts are not semantically 
correct. They are incomplete and disconnected—although they are connected to 
words. A transition occurs when a person speaks his or her thoughts aloud to others 
by using external speech. Through verbal discourse and social interactions, a person’s 
thoughts are formed and shaped to being culturally acceptable. A speaker then 
internalizes the thoughts and language of others to reconstruct and expand the 
meaning of his or her thoughts. A meaningful conversation takes place when both a 
speaker and a listener are using the same vocabulary and share the same views. Oral 
conversations use fl exible and abbreviated language structures. Written expression 
requires more structured thought and formal language structures so that a reader will 
be able to comprehend the author’s message. “Communication in writing relies on 
the formal meaning of words and requires a much greater number of words than oral 
speech to convey the same idea. It is addressed to an absent person who rarely has 
in mind the same subject as the writer” (p. 239).

These multiple receptive and expressive experiences help students develop 
deeper understanding and longer recall of the newly learned information. In 
Building Levels of Comprehension, students participate in several listening, 
speaking, and writing activities. The activities Talk About It in the Modeled Practice 
section, Explain It in the Guided Practice section, and the Summing Up activity in 
each lesson maximize students’ learning opportunities. “No matter what the subject, 
the people who read it, write it, and talk it are the ones who learn it best” (NCTE, 
1993).
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SUMMARY

Building Levels of Comprehension is designed to help students use various 
levels of thinking to arrive at answers to reading-comprehension questions, both 
in multiple-choice format and short-response format. The differentiated instruction 
is facilitated by the presentation of multiple-choice and short-response question 
types in each level-of-comprehension lesson. The question-unpacking process with 
the think-aloud strategy provides a concrete learning tool for the abstract process 
of gaining comprehension. Scaffolded instruction is another instructional strategy 
that is effective in helping students to learn about and master challenging concepts. 
Cooperative learning and multiple genre exposure can strengthen the participation 
rate of students with diverse needs. The Think It/Speak It/Write It/Learn It activities, 
which include the skill of summarizing, are activities that will aid in extending 
students’ recall and depth of understanding of the levels of comprehension.

“Reading is thinking cued by written language.
✦ Effective readers think within the text.
✦ Effective readers think beyond the text.
✦ Effective readers think about the text.”
 –Scharer, Pinnell, Lyons, & Fountas, 2005
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APPENDIX: QUICK REFERENCE CHART FOR RESEARCH-
BASED STRATEGIES AND FEATURES IN BUILDING LEVELS OF 
COMPREHENSION
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