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The process of reading is not a half sleep, but, in highest 
sense, an exercise, a gymnast’s struggle; that the reader 
is to do something for himself, must be on the alert, must 
himself or herself construct indeed the poem, argument, 
history, metaphysical essay—the text furnishing the hints, 
the clue, the start or frame-work.

Walt Whitman

W
hen we wrote the first edition of this book, 
we wanted to grapple with Whitman’s 
jungle gym of thoughts, words, and ideas 

about reading. We are still following clues on the 
pathway to meaning and remain insatiably curious 
about kids’ thinking. We love to hear about their 
reading—their questions, reactions, interpretations, 
opinions, inferences, arguments, and celebrations. 
Much of what we have learned about teaching read-
ing comes from our conversations with children 

about their reading, their learning, and their lives. They are our most profound 
inspiration. 
 Kids continue to inspire us, of course. However, it’s the teachers over the 
years who have come up to us to share their thinking, their books bursting with 
sticky notes, who have really moved us to write this second edition. We never 
cease to be amazed at how much we learn from educators as we work side by 
side in their classrooms, converse in workshops, meet with study groups, and 
engage in email exchanges. This new edition is a reflection of our collective 
thinking. Books offer little without readers. And the educators who have read 
our books have made all the difference, pushing our thinking, challenging our 
ideas, and asking us questions. So much of what we write about here comes 
from what they have taught us and what we have learned in the seven years 
since we wrote the first edition. 
 In that vein, we have been surprised and delighted by the warm response 
to our work, which stands on the shoulders of a number of wonderful research-
ers and practitioners in the field. The sheer number of teachers and schools who 
have taken this work and run with it is humbling. Teachers’ determination to 
make sure their kids understand what they read and construct meaning is 
heartening in this age of short answers and multiple-choice questions. 

Introduction
to the
Second Edition
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 As the practice of teaching reading comprehension continues to grow by 
leaps and bounds, we feel an ongoing responsibility to refine and improve our 
thinking. In that vein, we have noticed some problematic issues that continue 
to crop up as we work to implement comprehension instruction. Like every-
thing in education, the challenge is to get beyond a surface level of understand-
ing. If not, comprehension instruction can become routine and perfunctory. 
This can happen when we teach strategies merely for strategies’ sake. It is not 
about how many connections our kids can make or how many questions they 
can ask. The purpose of comprehension instruction is to teach strategies as 
tools to expand and deepen understanding. We best do this by avoiding a lock-
step sequence and teaching kids a repertoire of strategies they can use flexibly 
in many circumstances and with a variety of texts. So our thinking continues to 
change and evolve. This second edition reflects both the old and the new, what 
we still believe and what we have learned. 

So What’s New?

Much has occurred with comprehension instruction since we wrote the first 
edition of this book. Numerous books have been published on the topic. More 
teachers are teaching comprehension than ever before. Kids around the coun-
try can articulate how comprehension strategies help them understand what 
they read. And new research on reading comprehension abounds. Some of 
this edition is entirely new— new chapters and a new section. Some parts of 
the book have been reorganized and rearranged. Other parts remain relatively 
intact, but even in those, we have rewritten and revised, so that they reflect 
new stories, new research, new learning, and new thinking. 

Active Literacy

One new thread that runs through this edition is our notion of Active Literacy. 
When we walk into an active literacy classroom, we know it. Two kids pore 
over a Time for Kids magazine article about TV-Turn-Off Week and jot their 
thinking in the margins. A small book club meets in the reading corner and 
debates current issues in immigration. A teacher confers with a group of sec-
ond-grade kids who are sprawled on the floor researching earthquakes and 
recording their inferences on a large chart. Three other children draw a large 
diagram of an avalanche careening down a mountain. We don’t save active 
literacy merely for the literacy block. No matter what time of the day or what 
subject, kids are actively engaged in doing the work. Great thinking happens 
in every context and in every content area. 
 When we began to see the enthusiasm generated around reading and 
thinking strategies, there was a quantum leap in our kids’ eagerness to talk 
about, write about, sketch, and react to their reading on an almost constant 
basis. We advocated book clubs and lit circles in our first edition and still 
do. Now we expect kids to read, write, talk, listen, and investigate their way 
through the day and across the curriculum. Interacting with text and with each 
other is paramount. 
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The Title and Organization 

This active engagement is reflected in a change in the subtitle. Strategies That 
Work, the primary title, remains. But we have changed Teaching Comprehension 
to Enhance Understanding to Teaching Comprehension for Understanding and 
Engagement. This has been one of our major Aha’s over the past seven years. No 
doubt comprehension instruction enhances readers’ understanding. But what 
we have noticed repeatedly is how connected and switched on kids are when 
they really think about their reading. 
 This new edition of Strategies That Work is organized around four sec-
tions. The five chapters in Part I highlight what comprehension is and how we 
teach it. We include the principles that guide our practice as well as the recent 
research that underlies comprehension instruction. Part II is a practical chap-
ter. It includes lessons and practices that we use when teaching comprehen-
sion. Part III emphasizes how we integrate comprehension instruction across 
the curriculum and the school day. Part IV is a resource of appendices to sup-
port teachers as they plan and design comprehension instruction. 

Twenty New Lessons 

Nothing colors our reading more than what we bring to it. We understand so 
much more about what we read if we know something about it beforehand. 
P. David Pearson suggests that learning happens when today’s new knowl-
edge becomes tomorrow’s background knowledge (Pearson 1995). So we par-
ticularly emphasize connecting the new to the known in this second edition of 
Strategies That Work. We highlight the relationship of activating background 
knowledge to all the strategies we describe in this book. For instance, we often 
ask questions about what we don’t know to try to fill in gaps in our background 
knowledge. When we infer, we take what we know and combine it with clues in 
the text. In order to determine importance, we make a decision about what we 
think is most important to remember. And when we synthesize information, 
we add to or change what we already know. 
 Our first edition of Strategies That Work has been a practical resource for 
teachers to use in their classrooms every day. We have added twenty new les-
sons and kept the old favorites, except for a few that relied on text currently 
out of print. We hope you enjoy the new ones. Most of them emphasize the 
central role of background knowledge in all of the thinking we do as we read. 
We want to stress that the lessons and practices describe some of the many pos-
sibilities for teaching reading comprehension and are generic. We use sticky 
notes to code our thinking about any strategy and any text. We use two- and 
three-column “think sheets” for inferring, connecting, asking questions, or any 
other strategy. We also adapt most of these lessons to different age groups and 
kids with a variety of learning needs. Just because we feature the lesson with a 
sixth-grade group doesn’t mean that it wouldn’t be equally effective if adapted 
for a group of second graders.
 We have also changed the title of two of the comprehension lesson chap-
ters in Part II. We call Chapter 7 (formerly Chapter 6, “Making Connections”) 
“Activating and Connecting to Background Knowledge” to reflect our new 
focus on the role background knowledge plays when reading for under-
standing. We have changed the title of Chapter 11 (formerly Chapter 10, 
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“Synthesizing Information”) to “Summarizing and Synthesizing Information.” 
People ask us all the time about the difference between summarizing and 
synthesizing. A fair question. From our perspective, summarizing is pri-
marily about retelling the information and putting it into our own words. 
Synthesizing happens when we integrate the information with our thinking 
and shape it into our own thought. So we really need to be able to summa-
rize information in order to synthesize it. In this chapter, we include lessons 
on both summarizing and synthesizing and have made a clearer distinction 
between the two. 

New Chapters 

In this edition, we have added two chapters that reflect our focus on active 
literacy. In Part I, we offer a new chapter called “Tools for Active Literacy: The 
Nuts and Bolts of Comprehension Instruction.” Here we expand on ways to 
engage our kids in interactive literacy, focusing on ways to turn and talk to 
each other, hold a discussion, and write about their thinking. We also expand 
on a range of options for explicit instruction and highlight the language we use 
for teaching and learning. 
 In Part II, we have added a new chapter called “Monitoring Comprehen-
sion: The Inner Conversation.” When proficient readers read, they have an 
inner conversation with the writer and the text. It’s as if they are talking to the 
text while reading. For instance, when a reader is confused, she might hear 
a voice in her head say, “Huh I don’t get this part,” or when she meets new 
information, she might hear, “Wow I never knew that before.” This inner con-
versation is what active literacy looks like when the reader is reading silently. 
By paying attention to this inner voice, readers create meaning and understand 
what they read. They talk back to the text and have a dialogue with the author. 
They respond with delight, wonder, even outrage. They question the text, 
argue with the author, and connect to their own experience. 
 Recent work describes monitoring as much more than a single strategy 
(Baker 2002). It’s really more of a thinking disposition. We teach kids to be 
disposed to consider and leave tracks of their thinking as they read. In the 
years since we wrote Strategies That Work, we began to see that teaching kids to 
monitor their understanding before focusing on specific strategies made all of 
the difference. As kids become aware of their thinking as they read, monitor-
ing their comprehension, they soon notice how a question, an inference, or a 
connection helps them construct meaning. In this chapter, we have written five 
monitoring lessons that we believe are well worth teaching to launch compre-
hension instruction. 

A New Section: Comprehension Across the Curriculum

What’s next in comprehension instruction? That’s the question we have been 
asked over and over again for the past few years. For us, it is all about merg-
ing comprehension instruction with content teaching and learning. As seventh 
graders read their history textbooks, they record their facts, questions, and 
responses about the American Revolution. As kindergartners observe photo-
graphs of Arctic animals, they sketch new learning on sticky notes and place 
them on the images. When kids read their textbooks or practice test reading, 
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they bracket the information in a section and write the gist in the margins. 
Comprehension instruction needs to happen across the curriculum, through-
out the day, and throughout the year.
 If there is one place where we really need to use comprehension strate-
gies, it is to learn new information and challenging content. P. David Pearson 
and researchers at the Lawrence Hall of Science at the University of California 
at Berkeley suggest that “reading and writing are tools, not goals” (2006). In 
this way, literacy is in the service of learning in the disciplines—biology, his-
tory, geography, physics, and so forth—and research backs this up. A recent 
study at Berkeley found that kids who received instruction that included both 
first-hand experiences and focused content reading outperformed kids who 
received only one of these methods (Barber, Catz, and Arya 2006).
 Content matters! Big time. We agree with David Perkins when he says, 
“Knowledge does not just sit there, it functions richly in people’s lives to help 
them understand and deal with the world” (2006). To give content the atten-
tion it deserves, we have created an entirely new section in this second edition 
with four distinct chapters where we show how we integrate comprehension 
and content instruction across the curriculum and throughout the year. 

• Chapter 12 “Content Literacy: Reading for Understanding in Social Studies and 
Science.” History, science, geography, the arts, and other subjects present 
opportunities to teach kids about the big wide world. When we engage 
students in content literacy, they learn information and ways of thinking 
in a variety of disciplines. The goal of content literacy is for kids to actively 
use thinking strategies as tools for understanding content. This chapter 
shows how we teach kids to merge their thinking with content to learn, 
understand, and remember it. 

• Chapter 13 “Topic Studies: A Framework for Research and Exploration.” Central 
to our idea of content literacy is the notion of inquiry and investigation. 
When we plan instruction in the content areas, we organize teaching and 
learning around what we call topic studies. Topic studies are curricular 
units that systematically incorporate reading and thinking strategies. In 
this chapter, we share a four-part framework for organizing a topic study 
and explain how we work with teachers and librarians to apply this frame-
work in the content areas. 

• Chapter 14 “Reading to Understand Textbooks.” We acknowledge that text-
books are a staple of the curriculum. But if we are going to ask children to 
read them, we must show them how. The content overload and hard-to-
read writing style make textbooks one of the toughest genres. Kids need 
a lot of help reading their textbooks. The more difficult the text, the more 
kids need explicit comprehension instruction to navigate it and the more 
interactive their reading must be. We share a variety of strategies and prac-
tices for tackling textbook reading in an active way.

• Chapter 15 “The Genre of Test Reading.” We never would have dreamed 
that this edition would include a chapter on test reading. But times have 
changed since the first edition, and tests are everywhere. We still believe 
that good comprehension instruction combined with having kids read 
extensively is the best way to grow powerful, lifelong readers. But we also 
understand that preparing for these tests in a thoughtful way can be help-
ful. So we offer a chapter recognizing that test reading is a genre in and of 
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itself, and we need to teach it as such. We adapted much of this chapter 
from The Comprehension Toolkit: Language and Lessons for Active Literacy, our 
practical resource for reading and understanding informational text (2005).

Appendixes 

Part IV of this book includes a resource of bibliographies for classroom instruc-
tion. Kids need books they can sink their teeth into. If students are to acquire 
and actually use knowledge, they need books full of substantive and engaging 
information. The information woven through the texts, both fiction and nonfic-
tion, builds students’ knowledge and heightens their curiosity so they want to 
find out more. The appendixes, a popular feature of the first edition, have been 
updated as follows: 

• Appendix A includes an extensive list of trade books arranged by subject 
areas, primarily social studies and science topics with many published 
since 2000. Additionally we have updated text sets grouped around the 
arts, sports, and literacy. And since we have had so many requests for short 
pieces, we have added to our collections of short text. Text really matters. 
Despite the growing page count of this new edition, we simply couldn’t 
resist including these trade and picture books. The explosion in children’s 
nonfiction publishing over the past five years gives us a myriad of options 
for teaching science and social studies. In the first edition, we included 
an appendix that arranged text sets by strategy. In this edition, we have 
merged that appendix into our new trade book appendix, because readers 
activate a repertoire of strategies with any book they read. We connect and 
infer in all text we read. It feels artificial to recommend a book “only” for 
questioning. To support teachers as they plan, we have addressed how we 
choose text for strategy instruction in Chapter 5, our revised “Text Matters” 
chapter.

• Appendix B presents a list of magazines and websites especially selected 
for young people. 

• Appendix C contains a list of professional journals that review children’s 
books for classroom use.

• Appendix D offers an assessment interview between Anne and some stu-
dents at Columbine Elementary in Boulder, Colorado. As she interviews 
them, Anne scripts the children’s language to record their thinking and 
reflect on what she learns from it. She uses the book My Freedom Trip by 
Frances and Ginger Park to assess how effectively these students use com-
prehension strategies to better understand text.

• Appendix E features seven anchor charts, one for each strategy explored 
in Part II. These charts are representative of various strategy charts teach-
ers and kids co-construct to connect past teaching and learning to future 
teaching and learning.

Assessment 

Our teaching has one purpose—to foster understanding and learning over 
time. Every time we teach a lesson, we assess kids’ thinking and their under-
standing of what we have taught. Our concern here is that we cannot see the 
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forest for the trees when it comes to assessment. In the current climate, it often 
seems that we are asked to spend so much time testing students that we have 
less and less time to teach them. But assessment is not a four-letter word, not 
when it’s authentic anyway. Authentic assessment is a continuous operation 
that is at the heart of teaching and learning. We assess 24/7 and use authentic 
assessments such as evidence of kids’ work and thinking to guide our teaching 
and move kids forward. 
 We have added a section on assessment in Chapter 3, placing it up front 
where it belongs. Additionally, at the end of each lesson chapter in Part II, we 
have suggested learning goals and ways to assess evidence of kids’ thinking. 
We share examples of their work and a running commentary of what we notice 
about their learning and progress. In addition, we offer some suggestions for 
differentiating instruction. Kids’ written and oral responses provide a window 
into their thinking. Nothing is more important than learning about our stu-
dents’ thinking. Their responses give them a chance to weigh in with reactions, 
opinions, and personal connections, and through their responses we are able 
to assess their understanding, learn more about them as readers, and respond 
with appropriate instruction. 
 So enough with the preliminaries. We read for many reasons. The ideas 
in this book hover in that twilight area between reader and text, that elusive 
space where meaning takes shape and personal insight takes root. We read to 
connect the text to our lives, to let our imagination carry us away, to hear the 
sound of narrative language, to explore age-old themes, to glean information, 
and to acquire knowledge. Reading and learning is far more than sitting pas-
sively with a book in hand. Engaged readers interact with text, other ideas, 
and other people. Reading prompts thinking and even spurs action. Eleanor 
Roosevelt says it better than we ever could:

Every effort must be made in childhood to teach the young to use their 
own minds. For one thing is sure: if they don’t make up their own 
minds, someone will do it for them. (Beane 2005)

 Above all, readers need to think when they read. If readers swallow 
everything they read or hear whole, we’ve got a problem. In schools across 
the country, kids brim with curiosity, questions, and opinions. Schools need 
to be havens for thinking; classrooms, incubators for deep thought. Thinking 
thrives when readers connect to books and to each other. We hope kids’ think-
ing shines through here. 
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