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The process of reading is not a half sleep, but, in highest sense, an exercise, a gym-
nast’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, metaphysi-
cal essay—the text furnishing the hints, the clue, the start or frame-work.

—Walt Whitman

When we wrote the prior editions of this book, we wanted to grapple with 
Whitman’s jungle gym of thoughts, words, and ideas that make up 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 ques-
tions, reactions, interpretations, opinions, inferences, arguments, and celebra-
tions. This new edition is a reflection of our collective thinking. Books offer little 
without readers. 
 It’s the teachers over the years who have come up to us to share their 
thinking who have really moved us to write this third 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, correspond 
by email, and keep up with each other on Twitter and Facebook. 
 We learn from teachers for sure, but we also learn from the professional 
community of reading researchers and teacher educators who have contrib-
uted so much to the field of reading comprehension. We are not researchers. 
But we rely on research to guide our practice. So we read and study the con-
tinuing efforts of comprehension researchers who push the field further and 
keep us on our toes. We have spent the past twenty years attempting to trans-
late the research into classroom practice. Classroom teachers and school-based 
educators are likely too busy at the end of the day to read many research stud-
ies, so we like to think of ourselves as a bridge between research and practice. 
The lessons and units we create here reflect our interpretation of up-to-the-
minute thinking in the field. 

So What’s New?
Much has occurred with comprehension instruction since we wrote the first 
two editions of this book. Numerous books have been published on the topic. 
More teachers are teaching comprehension than ever before. More and more 
educators view comprehension strategies as tools to understanding rather than 
ends in themselves. Kids around the country can articulate how comprehen-
sion strategies help them understand what they read. And new research on 
reading comprehension abounds This edition highlights the current state of 
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comprehension instruction. We have incorporated recent research and prac-
tices that embody this. Although many of the chapter titles remain the same, 
much of the book has been revised to reflect our new thinking and learning. 
 To access the online appendixes, including updated book lists for 
launching strategy instruction and teaching across the content areas, visit  
go.hbe.com.au (please refer to page ii).
 
 Here’s what’s new:

The Title: Strategies That Work: Teaching 
Comprehension for Understanding, Engagement,  
and Building Knowledge 

• Although the main title remains the same, once again the subtitle 
reflects how our thinking has evolved. Our new subtitle may be a 
mouthful, but this edition focuses on the idea of comprehension as 
a knowledge-building activity. Cervetti, Jaynes, and Hiebert (2009) 
point out that “knowledge building is the next frontier in reading 
education,” so that idea permeates this edition even more than it has 
in the past two. 

The Organization and Chapters 
• A wholly new chapter in Part I titled “Comprehension at the Core: 

Building Knowledge Through Thinking-Intensive Reading” includes 
sections on current trends such as close reading, close listening, close 
viewing, text complexity, and critical thinking. 

• A revised chapter in Part I called “Twenty-First Century Reading,” 
which includes a focus on digital reading, with strategies for 
integrating comprehension and technology and ways to provide 
access for all by differentiating with technology. 

• A new chapter in Part II titled “Instructional Practices for Teaching 
Comprehension” features instructional strategies and practices that 
we use again and again. These practices are generic in nature and can 
be used to create your own lessons with your own text and content. 
These instructional practices will surface throughout the lessons in 
this book. 

• In Part III, we focus on comprehension across the curriculum, 
particularly in science and social studies. If there is one place 
where we really need to use comprehension strategies, 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, Berkeley, suggest that “reading and writing are tools, 
not goals” (2006a). We view literacy in the service of learning in 
the disciplines—science, history, geography and and so forth—and 
research backs this up. 

  Two new and revised chapters in this section are Chapter 13, 
“Content Literacy,” which shares practices for reading, writing, 
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and researching in science and social studies, and Chapter 14, 
“Researcher’s Workshop: Inquiry Across the Curriculum,” which 
features three examples of classrooms—primary, intermediate, and 
middle—that are engaged in inquiry-based teaching and learning. 

Thirty New Lessons 
• We have always viewed Strategies That Work as a practical resource 

for teachers to use in their classrooms every day, and that hasn’t 
changed. In this edition, we have added thirty new lessons and 
kept many of the old favorites. Although we feature the lessons 
throughout with specific texts, we encourage you to teach them with 
any text you choose that fits your purpose and the kids’ needs. 

  We feature new lessons in every strategy. Many include the use 
of technology to enhance comprehension. They also emphasize using 
strategies to teach content. Some show how we integrate strategies 
in a single lesson to better replicate what real readers do as they use 
strategies to understand what they read. 

The bibliographies are no longer at the back of the book in appendixes, but 
will appear online. They include compelling picture books focused on a range 
of content areas and subjects, such as social studies, science, literacy, sports, 
and the arts. To access the online appendixes, including updated book lists 
for launching strategy instruction and teaching across the content areas, visit 
go.hbe.com.au (please refer to page ii).

 We hope this third edition will give you something worth thinking about. 
It reflects much of the work we have been doing for the past ten years since 
the release of the second edition. 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 con-
nect to books and to each other. We hope kids’ thinking shines through here. 
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Thirty sixth graders crowd onto a woven area rug 
in the reading corner. A brass floor lamp casts a 
warm, amber glow onto their faces. Steph takes a 
seat in the rocking chair in front of them. “Today, 
I am going to read you a picture book called Up 
North at the Cabin, by Marsha Wilson Chall. I 
wish I had written it. I’ll tell you why. This book 
reminds me exactly of my own childhood. It is 
the story of a young girl about your age who left 
the city every summer to spend time in a cabin on 
a lake in Minnesota. Minnesota is called the Land 
of Ten Thousand Lakes. I grew up in the neigh-
boring state of Wisconsin. We had our share of 
lakes, too,” Steph tells them as she points out the 
location of these two upper-midwestern states on 
the wall map.
 “Writers write best about things they know 
and care about,” Steph says. She reads from the 
inside flap that the author spent her summers 
on northern lakes and was inspired by her own 
experience as a child and later on as a mother 

Chapter 1

Reading  
Is Thinking
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when she returned to this cabin with her own children. “I was a kid who loved 
summer,” Steph says while a dozen heads nod in agreement. “Like the young 
girl in the book, I spent summers on a lake where we fished, swam, water-
skied, hiked, and canoed.” Steph mentions how fortunate she feels that Marsha 
Chall wrote a book with which she identifies so closely. “Have you ever read a 
book that reminds you of your own life?” she asks. Hands wave wildly as kids 
share their favorites.
 “If we connect to a book like some of you just shared, we usually can’t put 
it down. Good readers make connections to their own life experiences. Let’s 
try something. I am going to read you Up North at the Cabin. As I read the 
words, I am going to show you the thinking that is going on in my head. I’ll use 
these sticky notes to jot that thinking down. I’ll place the sticky note with my 
thoughts on the appropriate passage or picture and let it stick out of the book 
a little, like a bookmark, so I can find it easily if I want to come back to it later 
on.”
 Steph reads through the book page by page, sharing her thinking about 
waterskiing, the local bait shop, pruney fingers from too much swimming. 
When she comes to a page that shows the main character in an orange can-
vas life jacket with two white cotton closures, she laughs and stops to share 
a brief story. “I can’t help but think of my mom when I see this orange life 
jacket. There were five of us kids, and we lived right on the edge of the water. 
When we were toddlers, my mom was racked with worry that one of us might 
fall into the lake and drown. Her solution: the day we started to walk, she 
wrapped us in those orange life jackets. We wore them everywhere. We ate our 
cereal in them. We watched TV in them. We looked like five little bulldozers!” 
Two kids in front grab the book to take a closer look at the telltale life jacket.
 “How embarrassing,” Josh murmurs. 
 “You’d better believe it. But I think my mom was on to something. We 
learned to swim quicker than any kids around just to get rid of those goofy life 
jackets!” When Steph finishes reading out loud, she encourages kids to find a 
book they connect with and respond to it.
 Kids fall in love with books they can relate to. Find one of those books you 
really connect to. Unless you are one of Steph’s life-jacket-bound siblings or a 
Wisconsin ice fisherman, it may not be Up North at the Cabin. Read it to your 
students, sharing your thoughts, connections, and reactions as you read. There 
is nothing more powerful than a teacher sharing her passion for reading, writ-
ing, and thinking. Passion is contagious. Kids will respond. 

The Reader Writes the Story
Reading out loud and showing how readers think when they read is central to 
the instruction we share in this book. When we read, thoughts fill our mind. 
We might make connections to our own life, as Steph did. We might have a 
question or an inference. Strategic readers address their thinking in an inner 
conversation that helps them make sense of what they read. They search for 
the answers to their questions. The written word acts as a springboard for 
readers to construct meaning, starting with their own thoughts, knowledge, 
and experiences. The reader is part writer. The novelist E. L. Doctorow says, 
“Any book you pick up, if it’s good, is a printed circuit for your own life to 
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flow through—so when you read a book, you are engaged in the events of the 
mind of the writer. You are bringing your own creative faculties into sync. 
You’re imagining the words, the sounds of the words, and you are thinking of 
the various characters in terms of people you’ve known—not in terms of the 
writer’s experience, but your own” (quoted in Plimpton 1988).
 Active readers interact with the text as they read. They pay attention to 
their inner voice as they read, listen, and view. They develop an awareness of 
their thinking, learn to think strategically, and actively use the knowledge they 
glean. In this way, reading shapes and even changes thinking. 
 When we walk into classrooms, we often begin by asking kids to describe 
reading for us. “What is reading?” we ask. A variety of answers bursts forth, 
and we record these on a chart. “Figuring out the words,” “sounding out the 
words,” “knowing the letters” are common responses. Fourth grader DeCoven 
blurted out that “reading is thinking.” He went on to explain that “when you 
read, you have to figure out the words and what they mean. Sometimes it’s 
easy. Sometimes it’s hard.” DeCoven hit the target. Reading encompasses both 
decoding and meaning-making. The first entry on the word read in Webster’s 
New World Dictionary (1991) defines reading as “getting the meaning of some-
thing written by using the eyes to interpret its characters.” We’re inclined to 
add “by using the brain” to that definition. Reading demands a two-pronged 
attack. It involves cracking the alphabetic code to read the words and think-
ing about those words to construct meaning. Consider asking your students 
to define reading. Keep a chart posted in the room with their responses. The 
nature of their answers may evolve as your class begins to explore thinking 
when reading and as you provide explicit instruction in comprehension.

Thinking-Intensive Reading 
This book focuses on the meaning-making side of reading, what we have come 
to call “thinking-intensive reading” (Harvard College Library 2007). Our kids 
need to be thinking whenever they read, listen, or view, and they need to rec-
ognize that thinking is what reading is all about. A few years ago an issue 
of Educational Leadership arrived in Steph’s mailbox with an article written by 
Arthur Costa (2008). She couldn’t wait to read it, as he was near the top of 
her most-revered-educator list. As she scanned the article, a line in the intro-
duction flashed like a neon sign: “You can’t teach students to think.” Her heart 
sank, her stomach churned. She shut the magazine instantly and tried wishing 
it away. She simply couldn’t bring herself to read it. She and Anne had spent 
nearly twenty years telling teachers nothing was more important than teaching 
kids to think, and now this. Yikes!
 When she finally mustered the nerve to read it, she understood the mes-
sage. You can’t teach kids to think because human beings are born thinking. It 
is in their DNA to think. In fact, human beings pop out of the womb thinking. 
They cry when they are hungry. That’s comprehension. They smile broadly 
at three months when they see their mom. That’s comprehension. And at age 
two, they fully comprehend the word no but refuse to pay a whit of attention to 
it. Kids are thinking from the moment they are born. Costa was right!
 So because kids are already thinking, what can we actually teach them 
when it comes to thinking? We can and must teach them about their thinking. 
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 We can teach them to do the following:

• Be aware of their thinking
• Think strategically
• Recognize the power of their own thinking

Develop Awareness 
We have observed that some readers, particularly less experienced ones, may 
not realize that they should be thinking when they read. One afternoon Anne 
sat down to confer with a second grader and asked, “So what are you think-
ing?” The young reader looked puzzled and replied to her, “What??! I’m not 
thinking, I’m reading.” Anne hid her surprise, but began to wonder how many 
more kids may not link reading and thinking. Often as kids read, they simply 
run their eyes across the page without even really thinking about the text. We 
share the inner conversation we have with text when we read so that kids get a 
sense of what experienced readers do to make sense. Awareness is the first step 
to becoming a thinking-intensive reader. 

Become Strategic 
Once readers are aware that thinking is essential for understanding, strategic 
reading becomes the focus of instruction. Strategic reading refers to thinking 
about reading in ways that enhance learning and understanding. Webster’s 
dictionary defines strategic as being “important or essential to a plan of action.” 
Having a nodding acquaintance with a few strategies is not enough. Students 
must know when, why, and how to use them. 
 When thinking of ways to help students become more strategic, we 
encourage what Tishman, Perkins, and Jay (1994) call “a strategic spirit—a spe-
cial kind of attitude that urges students to build and use thinking strategies in 
response to thinking and learning challenges.” We help students recognize the 
thinking challenges they meet when reading. We teach them strategies, such as 
activating background knowledge, asking questions, determining importance, 
drawing inferences, and synthesizing information, as tools to break through 
to meaning. One of the most important reasons to teach kids to become strategic 
readers is so they have both the “skill and will” to figure out what the text says 
when they are confused or meaning eludes them. Kids with a strategic spirit have 
the disposition to implement a plan of action no matter what they are doing.
 Strategy instruction is useful only insofar as it leads kids to better under-
stand the text, the world, and themselves so they can gain insight and do some-
thing about obstacles they encounter. Ultimately, being strategic enables us 
to find and solve problems and accomplish our goals. Chapter 2 delves more 
deeply into reading as a strategic process. 

Recognize the Power of Thinking
Above all we teach kids to recognize the power of their own thinking. Too many 
of them, particularly those who feel marginalized (and what kid doesn’t?), do 
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not recognize the power that rests between their ears. In Choice Words, Peter 
Johnston says, “If nothing else, children should leave school with a sense that 
if they act, and act strategically, they can accomplish their goals” (2004). He 
refers to this as agency and notes that “the spark of agency is simply the per-
ception that the environment is responsive to our actions.” Too often our kids 
believe the reverse. 
 To help students recognize the power of their own thinking and develop 
a sense of agency, we emphasize the distinction between information and 
knowledge. Harvard professor David Perkins (1992) said the following: 

Learning is a consequence of thinking. This sentence turns topsy turvey 
the conventional pattern of schooling. The conventional pattern says that 
first students acquire knowledge. Only then do they think with and about 
the knowledge they have absorbed. But it’s really just the opposite: Far from 
thinking coming after knowledge, knowledge comes on the coattails of think-
ing. As we think about and with the content we are learning, we truly learn  
it . . . Knowledge does not just sit there, it functions richly in people’s lives so 
they can learn about and deal with the world. 

 For Anne and Steph, who attended grade school in the 1960s, knowl-
edge did just sit there, but only long enough for Friday’s quiz. Information 
in. Information out. To meet the challenges of an increasingly complex world, 
we teach comprehension strategies so our students can turn information into 
knowledge and actively use it. 
 

Figure 1.1 represents a powerful notion for our kids. Few things will give them 
a more complete sense of agency than knowing that they have the power to 
turn information into knowledge. As teachers, it is our role to provide explicit 
instruction in strategic reading. The kids themselves must turn what they hear, 
see, read, write, and discuss into knowledge by thinking deeply and expan-
sively. 

We teach comprehension strategies so kids can acquire and use knowledge.

We turn information into knowledge by thinking about it.

]®Æinformation thinking knowledge

Figure 1.1
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