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Recently during a conference presentation, I asked teachers three questions: (1) Can comprehension be taught? (2) When does a model become
a barrier to comprehension? (3) When does the tool become the reason
for reading? These questions stimulated an interesting discussion, and
the issues raised by these questions are important and relate to the
themes of the present book. Thus, it is appropriate to begin this book
with a brief response to the three questions.
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Can comprehension be taught? Generally, teachers will answer yes,
comprehension can be taught. They then explain how they teach
comprehension strategies and skills. In Chapters 1 and 2, I attempt to
explain the cognitive and social sides of comprehension. It would have
been easier to discuss comprehension from a skills perspective. Yet
because comprehension is a cognitive process we must move beyond
teaching discrete skills to creating problem-solving conditions that will
prompt learners to process information at deeper levels. Comprehension
is also a constructive process, personalized by the ideas and thoughts
of the individual reader. So we might ask: Can ideas and thoughts be
taught, or are they developed through personal connections? Certainly
we can read a common text and come away with a standard version of
what the author meant. Yet this standard version is most likely a literal-level interpretation, a brief experience with a text that will likely be
forgotten in a short amount of time. Deeper comprehension requires a
reader to go beyond the author’s message, assimilating the text experience into his or her own background and in the process creating a new
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Teaching for Deep Comprehension
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pass before the learner moves from observation
of the model to practice? A connection between
model and practice must happen immediately. In
short, the purpose of a model is to demonstrate
to learners constructive ways of thinking while
providing them with opportunities for flexible
practice over time and across different contexts.
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When does the tool become the reason for reading?
Too often, students perceive the goal of reading
as using sticky notes or writing in response logs.
These tools are important, but they are not the
reason we read. When students view reading
as “visualizing” or “making text-to-life connections,” for example, this narrow perspective can
impair deep comprehension. A good reader will
automatically visualize and make connections,
but never in isolation from other comprehension strategies. The process of comprehension
requires that readers assemble flexible strategies
to solve problems. From this point of view, the
orchestration of strategies—not single strategies—is a condition of deep comprehension.
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message. To move deeper into the text implies
that readers are moving deeper into their own
minds. At the same time, such thoughtful analysis of the author’s message could actually
lead one to a different interpretation. That’s the
problem with teaching comprehension—the task
is very complex at the level of the mind. So, to
return to our opening question: Can comprehension be taught? I doubt that we can teach
meaning, because meaning exists only in the
mind of the reader. A text can stimulate meaning,
but it cannot create meaning. Comprehension
and meaning are one and the same—an inner
reflection of the reader’s mind. What can teachers
do to promote comprehension? We can create a
set of literate conditions that activate students’
thinking processes, but that is probably all we
can do. What tools may we use for accomplishing
this complex task? The most important tool is
the language teachers use to engage students
in talking about books. Our classrooms must
be alive with literate talk—rich conversations
about books that apprentice students into deeper
comprehension.
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When does a model become a barrier to comprehension? To respond to the question of when a model
may become a barrier to comprehension, we
must first define what a model is. Simply put, a
model is a good example of constructive thinking
with generalizable value. Models are not scripted
or standard; rather, they are specific examples
of how to deal with comprehension problems.
When students observe good models, they file
these examples into a mental toolbox of effective
strategies and practices. Models are beneficial
only if the reader knows when to activate the
appropriate one to solve a particular problem.
Readers must not perceive the model as the goal;
if they do, the model becomes only a behavior
to copy, an imitation of someone else’s thinking.
Without guided practice, a model can become
a barrier to learning. How much time should

Overview of the Chapters
Chapter 1 provides the framework for subsequent chapters in the book. In this chapter I
describe comprehension as a strategic process
having some of the same features as everyday
problem-solving. The driving force behind all
strategic actions is the need to make meaning
from the particular event, whether it is the child
learning to button a shirt or a teacher modeling
a visualization strategy. In each case, the learner
must orchestrate a range of strategic actions
aimed toward a meaning-making goal.
Chapter 2 outlines the differences between
comprehension as an outcome and comprehending as an active, ongoing process. The
complexity of comprehension is again featured,
specifically how comprehension fits into a
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close contact with teachers and children. Carla
has taught in the primary grades and is trained
in Reading Recovery and literacy coaching. She
is strongly connected to the classroom, where
she spends time each day working with literacy
coaches and model classroom teachers. A talented
teacher, Carla can accelerate the learning rate of
any child. My earlier book, Apprenticeship in
Literacy: Transitions Across Reading and Writing
(Dorn, French, and Jones 1998), uses transcripts
of videotapes from Carla’s classroom for many
of its examples. Carla also appears in the videotape Organizing for Literacy, coaching first-grade
teacher Teresa Treat as she attempts to establish
a balanced literacy classroom. Since then, Carla
and I have written two books together and coauthored several video series. In this, our latest
book, we decided that I would write the text in
the first person, and Carla would provide feedback and examples. In this way, I can present
theories and discuss personal reading experiences naturally, while Carla has been a valuable
writing partner, providing classroom examples
from her work in the field. The two of us have
worked closely together to implement literacy
changes in our state. We share a literacy partnership that I hope is captured in the pages of this,
our new book on comprehension.
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processing puzzle that includes four types of
interrelated knowledge. In this chapter, I explain
the challenge of teaching for self-reflection, the
deepest level of comprehension, and focus on
the role of character analysis in comprehension,
including some practical ideas for the classroom.
Chapter 3 connects language to literacy. Here
I explain how the oral language system is the
foundation for the written language system, and
how shared reading can provide a supportive
context for bridging oral and written language.
This chapter provides an apprenticeship framework for implementing shared reading.
Chapters 4 and 5 describe ten strategic behaviors for both reading and language, with practical
examples for the classroom. Chapter 6 explains
how the readers’ workshop meets the goals of
differentiated instruction—that is, a framework
of whole-group, small-group, and individual
instruction. Chapter 7 shows how literature
discussion groups can provide a social context
for talking about books. This chapter emphasizes
the distinction between automatic and literate
language. Chapter 8 presents detailed mini-lessons for the ten strategic reading behaviors
described in Chapter 4. The Appendix provides
resources that supplement the chapters.

Who We Are
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Carla and I have been friends and colleagues
for twelve years. I trained Carla as a Reading
Recovery teacher leader in 1993, and we bonded
immediately. Our colleagues say that we perfectly
balance each other, although they add that we are
identical in our obsession with literacy. I have
spent the past fifteen years at the University
of Arkansas at Little Rock. My experience is
diverse: I’ve taught in the primary and intermediate grades, I’m trained in Reading Recovery,
and, most recently, I’ve trained literacy coaches.
I am grateful that my university job keeps me in
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The women sat among the doomed things, turning them over and looking
past them and back. This book. My father had it. He liked a book. Pilgrim’s
Progress. Used to read it. Got his name in it. And his pipe—still smells rank.
And this picture—an angel. I looked at that before the fust three come—didn’t
seem to do much good. Think we could get this china dog in? Aunt Sadie
brought it from the St. Louis Fair. See? Wrote right on it. No, I guess not.
Here’s a letter my brother wrote the day before he died. Here’s an old-time hat.
These feathers—never got to use them. No, there isn’t room.
How can we live without our lives? How will we know it’s us without our
past? No. Leave it. Burn it.
They sat and looked at it and burned it into their memories. How’ll it be
not to know what land’s outside the door? How if you wake up in the night and
know—and know the willow tree’s not there? Can you live without the willow
tree? Well, no, you can’t. The willow tree is you. The pain on that mattress
there—that dreadful pain—that’s you.
And the children—if Sam takes an Injun bow an’ his long roun’ stick, I get
to take two things. I choose the fully pilla. That’s mine.
Suddenly, they were nervous. Got to get out quick now. Can’t wait. We
can’t wait. And they piled up the goods in the yards and set fire to them. They
stood and watched them burning, and then frantically they loaded up the cars
and drove away, drove in the dust. The dust hung in the air for a long time
after the loaded cars had passed.
John Steinbeck, The Grapes of Wrath
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she loves—the endless sky, the ocean of grass,
her cottonwood tree? These memories represent the very core of a person, and the fear of
leaving them behind is symbolized in forgetfulness. MacLachlan captures this emotion in her
words: “What you know first stays with you,
my Papa says. But just in case I forget, I will
take a twig of the cottonwood tree.” As I reflect
on MacLachlan’s words, my comprehension
is enriched by my previous experiences with
Steinbeck’s writing. The visual images of the
two texts become blurred, and a new experience
is created from my reading.
Our perceptions and our emotions become
embedded into the fabric of every book we read,
and our understanding is shaped by the memories and experiences we bring to the author’s
message. Without these personal experiences,
our comprehension is limited to the author’s
words. As a result, we are denied the opportunity to expand the experience, and by so doing,
lift our understanding to new heights.
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This past summer, I reread The Grapes of Wrath
by John Steinbeck. I first read it nearly thirty
years ago. Since then, I have acquired new experiences and memories that have shaped and
reshaped my perceptions of life. Now when I
read Steinbeck’s book, I read it differently. My
mind has been shaped by my experiences of the
world, and my memories redefine the meaning of
this and every book I read. I ponder Steinbeck’s
words “How can we live without our lives? How
will we know it’s us without our past?” These
are powerful words that don’t go away when
the page is turned. “Can you live without the
willow tree?” “The pain on that mattress there—
that dreadful pain—that’s you.” I try to imagine
how the Joad family must have felt, knowing
they were leaving everything behind for a new
life. I remember how I felt twenty years ago, a
mother with two children, all alone, moving from
Tennessee to Arkansas. Steinbeck’s words stimulate these memories, retrieving the fears I once
felt when leaving my past behind to start a new
life in a strange place. I am building an emotional
rapport with the characters in the book, a text-tolife bond that will influence how I interpret their
thoughts and their actions. It is integral to my
comprehending the book.
A few weeks later, I was reading a picture
book, What You Know First (1995) by Patricia
MacLachlan. In this story, a little girl must leave
her cherished home on the prairie. Just like the
Joad family in The Grapes of Wrath, she struggles
with leaving her past behind. MacLachlan uses
language to portray fear and uncertainty, as
the young girl tries to convince the family to
take the baby and leave her behind: “He [the
baby] doesn’t know about the slough where
the pipits feed. When the geese sky-talk in the
spring. That baby hasn’t even seen winter with
snow drifting hard against the fences, and the
horses breathing puffs like clouds in the air, ice
on their noses, the cold so sharp it cuts you.”
How can the child say good-bye to all the things

A Complex Process
Reading is a complex process involving a
network of cognitive actions that work together
to construct meaning (Baker and Brown 2002;
Block and Pressley 2002; Pearson 2002; Farstrup
and Samuels 2002; Ruddell, Ruddell, and Singer
1994). A reader’s comprehension is influenced
by a range of internal factors, including perceptions, beliefs, motivation, and problem-solving
strategies. The line between perception and
cognition is blurred (Lyons 2003; Ratey 2001).
Both form the basis of comprehension. In other
words, we perceive what our brain tells us to
notice. If we do not have the background experience to relate to the reading event, the message
can be meaningless. Comprehension results from
the mind’s ability to make links and ask questions regarding the particular reading event.
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Figure 1.1 Thought Processes for Learning and
Remembering
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Some of the same processes in the human brain that
allow us to mature in our general thinking are used
in the specific tasks of learning and remembering.
These include:
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Perceiving objects in the environment
Classifying information into related categories of
knowledge
Monitoring and evaluating responses
Searching for new information
Forming new hypotheses
Making new attempts
Choosing alternative routes
Making links and discoveries
Self-correcting

The Problem-Solving Process
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If the mind cannot formulate questions about
the reading, true comprehension is impossible.
When teaching for comprehension, our challenge
is twofold: (1) to understand the complexity of
the comprehending process, and (2) to apply
this knowledge to our work with students. These
goals guide the discussion throughout this book.
Consider the distinction between comprehension (a noun) as an outcome of our thinking,
and comprehending (a verb) as the active process
of our thinking. Although both words mean
understanding, these distinctions are important
because they can influence our teaching and
assessment practices. From an outcome point
of view, when the reading act has terminated,
our understanding is represented in the knowledge we have gleaned from the reading experience. From a process point of view, however,
the meaning-making is still under construction
after the act of reading, and comprehension
depends on the problem-solving strategies that
the reader uses to interpret what has been read.
In other words, comprehending is an ongoing
process that continues as long as the reader is
thinking about the message. For instance, after
my recent reading of The Grapes of Wrath, I found
myself thinking about particular passages and
discussing them with my friends. This motivation, internally driven, was based on my need to
understand Steinbeck’s words and images and
to fit his ideas into my own set of experiences.
The comprehending process required me to use
a flexible range of strategies, including constant
monitoring, searching, connecting, and inferring—all with the goal of deepening my understanding of the author’s message (see Figure
1.1). As teachers, when we realize that comprehending is the instructional goal of reading, we
will teach differently. Our emphasis will be on
problem-solving strategies, and we will seek out
opportunities for our students to deepen their
understanding through reflective thinking.

© 2018 Hawker Brownlow Education • 9781760566913 • SHP6913

From a cognitive point of view, whatever influences our general thinking (or our problem
solving) also influences our reading comprehension (Clay 2001; Duke and Pearson 2002; Levine
2002; Smith 1976). This is a powerful statement, for
it suggests that the strategies we use for comprehending life in general are comparable to those
we use when we seek to comprehend a written
message. What is the common ground between
these two types of activity? The answer is simple:
our background experience is the foundation
for our problem solving (comprehending). This
suggests that context plays a critical role in our
using appropriate strategies to solve a particular
task. Consider the following three situation-specific events, all of which require the learner to
apply certain strategies for constructing meaning.

Problem-Solving Strategies for
General Thinking
By an early age, children acquire an extensive repertoire of problem-solving strategies for
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Figure 1.2 This youngster is applying general strategies to
the task of buttoning her shirt, including self-monitoring
as she strives to complete her goal. She will use the same
cognitive strategies when she learns how to problemsolve while reading.
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dealing with real-life situations (Rogoff 1990;
Vygotsky 1978; Wood 1998). They learn how
to monitor their behaviors and initiate new
searching actions toward achieving personal
goals. These experiences provide them with a
cognitive base (schema) for making discoveries
and expanding their knowledge. Simultaneously,
they are developing systematic problem-solving
strategies that can be transferred to other learning
tasks. Consider a young girl who is learning how
to button her shirt (Figure 1.2). What are some
problem-solving strategies she applies as she
carries out this task? First, she must be aware
of the relationship between the buttons on her
shirt and the shirt itself. This is a basic cognitive
requirement for initiating any shirt-buttoning
plan. The child must also have a model in her
head that represents how a correctly buttoned
shirt looks; this will enable her to predict and
monitor her actions as she begins to execute the
necessary steps. Now suppose that she buttons
the shirt incorrectly; she looks in the mirror and
notices that one side is hanging lower than the
other side. Here, the child is applying important
cognitive strategies: she activates her background
experience (her schema for a correctly buttoned
shirt) and she compares this image with her own
model. Without this comparison, she would not
be able to monitor her performance. In other
words, the youngster would not know that an
error had taken place in her buttoning attempt.
At this point, the child begins to think of the steps
she will need to correct herself. She may decide
to unbutton the top button and move it down
to the second hole, but when she looks in the
mirror after doing that, the problem still exists.
Her self-monitoring will prompt her to make a
second attempt. These self-monitoring strategies
provide the child with feedback and help sustain
her momentum for problem solving. Through
subsequent attempts, one of three outcomes
can occur: (1) the child solves the problem, (2)
the child abandons the problem, or (3) the child

receives outside help in solving the problem.
Here I should point out that the problem-solving
process is more important than the outcome. The
child is learning how to use meaning-making
strategies, including such processes as activating
background knowledge, predicting, comparing,
discriminating, confirming, rejecting, monitoring,
and searching, all of which can be used for other
tasks. In time, with practice and guidance, the
shirt-buttoning task will become automatic—a
subroutine (unthinking) process in the brain.
Until it does, the greatest benefit for the child
lies in her learning strategies for determining
the steps needed to accomplish an important
goal. These same strategies are used during the
reading process.

Visual Imagery for Increasing
Understanding
Visual imagery is an important strategy used
in general problem solving, particularly as it
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of the Oklahoma dust storm. Hesse uses vivid
language that stimulates the senses, breathing
life into her words and placing the reader right
in the middle of the dust storm: “a red dust like
a prairie fire, hot and peppery, searing the inside
of my nose, the whites of my eyes. Roaring dust,
turning the day from sunlight to midnight.” As I
turn the pages of the book, the images of fire and
hardship continue to build. The kerosene left on
the stove, the mother burning to death, the baby
dying, the blame and the storm suffocating the
living. Then, at the moment when despair seems
overpowering, hope appears in the form of snow
and rain. Hesse uses verbs that create living
images as she describes how the snow “soothed
the parched lips of the land.” Her words breathe
life into death, as the rain nourishes the dry
and barren land. “Soft and then a little heavier,
helping along what had already fallen into the
hard-pan earth until it rained, steady as a good
friend who walks beside you, not getting into
your way, staying with you through a hard time.
And because the rain came so patient and slow
at first, and built up strength as the earth remembered how to yield, instead of washing off, the
water slid in, into the dying ground and softened
its stubborn pride, and eased it back toward life.”
At the end of the book, hope is represented in
forgiveness. Like the persistent rain on the dying
ground, it was only when the daughter was able
to forgive her father that she was able to forgive
herself as well. “As we walk together, side by
side, in the swell of the dust, I am forgiving him,
step by step, for the pail of kerosene. As we walk
together, side by side, in the sole-deep dust, I am
forgiving myself for all the rest.” The reader’s
ability to construct pictorial images from the writer’s words is essential for deepening the reader’s
comprehension. In fact, deep comprehension is
greatly impaired—if not impossible—if the reader
is unable to construct mental bridges between the
author’s message and the reader’s experiences.
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relates to organizing and monitoring information
in unfamiliar or new situations (Gambrell and
Koskinen 2002; Kaufmann 1979). For example,
suppose a friend is giving you directions to the
airport. She describes specific landmarks that
are familiar to you: “On your right, you’ll see
an elementary school.” As your friend talks,
you construct mental pictures of the landmarks
she mentions, using your background knowledge as the foundation for interpreting the new
information. On your way, you will continue to
use this strategy to organize your thoughts and
monitor your comprehension. Or imagine that
your husband calls you to describe the car he has
just purchased. As he talks, you turn his words
into a visual representation of the car. Here’s
another example: on your way home from work,
you are listening to music on your radio. The
song reminds you of a particular day you spent
with your friend, and once again you use a visualization strategy to create images in your mind.
This strategy for comprehension is a natural reaction of our brain, provided that the background
schema is appropriate for stimulating the mental
images.
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Visualization Strategies in Text Reading
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As in the examples just described, if a reader has
sufficient background knowledge, he or she will
automatically create visual pictures in an attempt
to clarify and deepen understanding. Good
writers create texts that activate visual images
in the minds of their readers. For instance, in the
book Out of the Dust, Karen Hesse (1997a) uses
symbolic and figurative language that requires
the reader to think beyond the text—in other
words, to use visual imagery to enhance comprehension. The book to me symbolizes a journey of
hope that is illustrated in two ways: through the
story of a young girl who suffers emotional and
physical hardships, yet by the end of the story has
managed to find her way; and through the story

© 2018 Hawker Brownlow Education • 9781760566913 • SHP6913
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My horse I’m writing you
To thank you for taking me
Up the wildflower trail
Where the air smelled like angels

She pauses for a moment. “Yes,” Donnie
says, thinking aloud, “I see a young girl sitting at
her desk, remembering the afternoon climb. The
lingering scent of wildflowers on her clothes, a
special reminder of the day she shared with her
horse as they climbed the mountain trail.” She
continues to read.
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The question is: Can comprehension strategies
be taught to students? I believe that teaching for
comprehension is grounded in the same theoretical principles that apply to problem-solving
strategies in life. (Notice that I use the phrase
“teaching for comprehension,” as I think it
highly unlikely that one can teach comprehension). In addition, teachers can model thinkaloud processes that demonstrate how good
readers use flexible strategies to comprehend
the author’s message (Hoyt 2004; Pinnell and
Scharer 2003). For example, third-grade teacher
Donnie Skinner verbalizes her thought processes
for using imagery while reading a passage aloud
to her students (see Figure 1.3). During a reading
mini-lesson, she models how good readers apply
various strategies as they read, thus increasing
their comprehension of the message. She understands that a familiar text—one that her students
have already read and enjoyed—can provide
a meaningful context for demonstrating the
strategy of visualization. Today, Donnie has
selected the poem “Thank You, Stormy” from
Nancy Springer’s book Music of Their Hooves
(1994). The poem is about a young girl, Lisa, who
writes a letter to her horse, Stormy, thanking him
for taking her up the mountain. The students are
familiar with the author’s writing style, and they
have enjoyed many of her poems, including this
one.
Donnie begins the lesson by introducing
the new strategy: “Today we are going to talk
about a new strategy called visualizing. All good
readers visualize when they read. A good writer
like Nancy Springer will use words that help us
visualize what her poem is all about. Her words
are like paint on a paintbrush, and we can use
them to draw pictures in our minds. These mind
pictures help us to think more deeply about her
message.” Then, Donnie reads the first four lines
of the poem:

Figure 1.3 Donnie Skinner models how to use a
visualization strategy to create mental pictures in her
mind as she reads.
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And getting me around the fallen tree
And being calm when the grapevine
Grabbed you under the belly
And backing up when I asked you to
Even though you don’t like to do it
As Donnie reads the words, she hesitates
at the right places to let the language soak into
the minds of her students and create the visual
images. Again she thinks aloud: “I see the horse
carefully watching his steps, trusting the girl to
guide his movements with a soft voice. Backing
up at her command, even though he doesn’t like
to. A sense of teamwork, a type of dance, girl and
horse working together to reach the top of the
mountain.”
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