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Explicit Reading Comprehension Instruction
in Elementary Classrooms: Teacher Use of Reading

Comprehension Strategies

Molly Ness
Fordham University, New York, New York

The purpose of this observational study was to identify the frequency of reading comprehen-
sion instruction in elementary classrooms. Additional objectives were to determine which reading
comprehension instructional strategies were most employed by teachers in elementary classrooms.
In 3,000 minutes of direct classroom observation in 20 first- through fifth-grade classrooms,
a total of 751 minutes (or 25% of instructional time) was allotted for reading comprehension
instruction. The highest amount of reading comprehension instruction occurred in 4th-grade class-
rooms, with the least amount occurring in 3rd grade. Question answering, summarization, and
predicting/prior knowledge were the most frequently occurring reading comprehension strategies.
Finally, implications for teachers’ professional development and training are provided.

Keywords: reading comprehension, reading instruction, elementary reading programs, classrooms

In the past three decades, reading researchers and cognitive scientists have made significant
strides in understanding the mental processes that readers employ in comprehending text. With
its prolific research base from multiple fields, reading comprehension comprises a variety of
tasks. Comprehension involves recalling information from text, extracting themes, engaging
in higher order thinking skills, constructing a mental picture of text, and understanding text
structure (van den Broek & Kremer, 2000). The importance of constructing meaning from text
has led researchers to conclude that “the most important thing about reading is comprehen-
sion” (Block, Gambrell, & Pressley, 2002, p. 3) and that comprehension is the ultimate goal
of proficient literacy (Pressley, 2006). For the purpose of the current study, the RAND Group’s
definition of reading comprehension will be used: “the process of simultaneously extracting
and constructing meaning through interaction and involvement with written language” (Snow,
2002, p. 11).
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READING COMPREHENSION IN ELEMENTARY CLASSROOMS 99

HOW AND WHY TO TEACH READING COMPREHENSION STRATEGIES

Perhaps the best way to build students’ understandings of text is through explicit instruction of
reading comprehension strategies, during which teachers teach students to “use specific cognitive
strategies or to reason strategically when they encounter barriers to comprehension” (National
Reading Panel [NRP], 2000, pp. 4–39). Through explicit strategy instruction, teachers intention-
ally and directly teach comprehension strategies in efforts to help students monitor and build
their understanding of text (Duffy, 2002). In providing modeling and think-alouds, scaffold-
ing, guided practice, direct instruction, and independent practice, teachers encourage students
to become proficient and self-regulatory in their use of such strategies (Block & Lacina, 2009;
Block & Pressley, 2002). A key foundation of this process is the gradual release of responsibility
(Pearson & Gallagher, 1983), in which the teacher gradually transfers the responsibility of a task
from himself or herself to the student.

The academic benefits of explicit reading comprehension instruction in elementary grades are
well-documented (Baumann, 1984; Baumann & Bergeron, 1993; Block, 1993; Brown, Pressley,
Van Meter, & Schuder, 1996; Collins, 1991; Dole, Brown, & Trathen, 1996; Paris, Cross, &
Lipson, 1984; Pressley et al., 1992). More specifically, researchers (Duffy & Roehler, 1989)
provided 3rd-graders with mental modeling of reading comprehension strategies, explanations
of how to apply such strategies, teacher monitoring and feedback about the use of the strat-
egy, and reinstruction and reexplanation when needed. On standardized measures of reading,
students who received the direct explanations of reading comprehension strategy instruction out-
performed their peers who received no such instruction. Additionally, students who are taught
comprehension strategies, such as predicting, questioning, and summarizing, improve their
reading comprehension scores on experimenter-constructed and standardized tests (Pressley,
1998; Rosenshine, Meister, & Chapman, 1996). Research demonstrates that when primary-
grade students receive optimal comprehension instruction, their performances on measures of
literal, inferential, and metacognitive comprehension increase, as do their vocabulary; decoding,
problem-solving, and cooperative learning skills; and self-esteem (Block, 1999; Block, Parris, &
Whiteley, 2008).

Furthermore, recent research indicates that internalization of comprehension processes may
take less time than originally thought (Block & Lacina, 2009). Prior to 2000, researchers believed
that students needed up to 8 months of direct instruction in comprehension strategies to indepen-
dently transfer such strategies to later reading tasks (Anderson & Pearson, 1984; Block, 1993;
Collins, 1991). More recent multiyear studies (Cummins, Stewart, & Block, 2005) demonstrate
that students used comprehension strategies continually after 8 weeks of instruction.

THE LACK OF READING COMPREHENSION INSTRUCTION IN ELEMENTARY
CLASSROOMS

Even with a body of knowledge highlighting effective comprehension strategies, too often our
students in the elementary grades miss out on such instruction. In her milestone work, Durkin
(1978–1979) observed 4,469 minutes of 4th-grade social studies and reading instruction, noting
that teachers spent only 20 minutes, or less than 1% of instructional time, on reading compre-
hension instruction. Durkin’s findings were confirmed by Duffy, Lanier, and Roehler (1980) in
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100 NESS

their subsequent research on classroom teaching of reading. They described teachers as spend-
ing time in assigning activities, supervising and monitoring students to ensure they stay on task,
assessing what the students were doing, and providing corrective feedback to correct students’
errors. Teachers did not teach, model, explain, or demonstrate strategies and skills that students
could use to successfully comprehend text. Twenty years later, Pressley and colleagues (Pressley,
Wharton-McDonald, Hampston, & Echevarria, 1998) found strikingly similar results in their
observations of 10 fourth- and fifth-grade classrooms over the course of a year. Much like those of
Durkin, their findings indicated that explicit reading comprehension instruction rarely occurred.
Furthermore, the observed comprehension instruction did little to encourage students to self-
regulate their understandings of texts. In their survey and observational study of schools “beating
the odds,” Taylor, Pearson, Clark, and Walpole (1999) reported that only 16% of teachers empha-
sized comprehension during classroom instruction. It is important to note that although reading
comprehension may be overlooked in many elementary classrooms, ample research points out
that the most accomplished teachers across multiple grade levels routinely engage in compre-
hension instruction (Knapp, 1995; Langer, 2000; Lipson, Mosenthal, Mekkelsen, & Russ, 2004;
Metsala et al., 1997; Morrow, Tracey, Woo, & Pressley, 1999; Pressley, Rankin, & Yokoi, 1996;
Taylor, Pearson, Clark, & Walpole, 2000).

There are several reasons why comprehension instruction is not more common in elementary
classrooms, as explained by Pressley (2006). First, many teachers do not understand the active
reading components that are the critical foundation of reading comprehension. Additionally,
comprehension instruction may lead to student-teacher interactions that are quite different from
the status quo. Typically, teachers ask questions and evaluate students on the correctness of
their answers, thus controlling the majority of interactions. Comprehension instruction requires
conversation that is less controlled by the teacher; the teacher’s role may simply be to prompt stu-
dents on how to make meaning of text. The mental modeling required in effective comprehension
instruction also may be a challenging process for many teachers; research (Pressley & El-Dinary,
1997) indicates that it takes about a year to become proficient in teaching reading comprehension.
As Block and Lacina (2009) explained, “Helping students become self-regulated comprehen-
ders is hard work. The quality of teacher-student interactions and collaborative talk can hasten
students’ development” (p. 504). Furthermore, the teaching of comprehension strategies is
complicated by the explicitness of instruction, the challenge of finding appropriate texts, and
a delicate balance of teaching the text’s content and any relevant comprehension strategies
(Dole, Nokes, & Drits, 2009; Pressley, Goodchild, Zajchowski, Fleet, & Evans, 1989). These
complicating factors have led P. David Pearson (2009) to declare the following:

The Achilles heel for strategy instruction . . . is finding a way to make it a part of “daily life” in
classrooms. It is one thing to implement strategy instruction for a certain number of minutes each day
for the ten weeks of a pedagogical experiment, but it is quite another to sustain a strategy emphasis
over an entire school year. (p. 22)

The consequences of not providing explicit reading comprehension strategy instruction are
costly to students in elementary school and beyond. Trabasso and Bouchard (2002) stated, “Most
readers who are not explicitly taught cognitive procedures are unlikely to learn, develop, or use
them spontaneously” (p. 177). By shortchanging our elementary students of reading compre-
hension, we leave them ill-prepared for the academic demands of secondary school. In fact, an
overwhelming number, nearly nine million, of today’s 4th- through 12th-graders struggle to read
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READING COMPREHENSION IN ELEMENTARY CLASSROOMS 101

their textbooks (Kamil, 2003). Pressley and Afflerbach (1995) pointed to evidence that many
students progress to college without learning the reading comprehension strategies employed
by proficient readers; as such, 53% of high school graduates enroll in postsecondary remedial
courses (National Center for Education Statistics, 2001).

In a chapter examining comprehension instruction in the primary grades, Block and Lacina
(2009) traced the academic importance of reading comprehension to today’s No Child Left
Behind federal legislation, which requires comprehension instruction to be one of five major
instructional components taught in K-3 schools. Shaped largely by the report Preventing Reading
Difficulties in Young Children (Snow, Burns, & Griffin, 1998) and the National Reading Panel
report (NRP, 2000), No Child Left Behind sets the expectation that all students will read at grade
level by 2014. To achieve this goal, K-3 schools should provide transactional strategy lessons,
with the goal of “developing students who, on their own, use the comprehension strategies that
excellent readers use” (Pressley, 2006, p. 319).

PURPOSE AND SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY

The purpose of the current study was to examine the extent to which elementary teachers
include explicit reading comprehension instruction during their English language arts instruc-
tion. In examining the instructional practices of elementary teachers, the following questions
were addressed:

1. To what degree do teachers in Grades 1 through 5 incorporate reading comprehension
strategies during English language arts instruction?

2. What percentage of instructional time is spent on reading comprehension instruction in
elementary classrooms?

3. Which reading comprehension strategies are most frequently incorporated into ele-
mentary classrooms? Which reading comprehension strategies are least frequently
incorporated into elementary classrooms?

The current study is significant, because it seeks to understand whether the findings of Durkin
(1978–1979) and subsequent researchers (Pressley et al., 1998) still ring true in the era of No
Child Left Behind. Since these landmark studies, little work has been done to examine whether
the previous trends of two and three decades ago have changed with regard to teachers’ inclusion
of explicit reading comprehension instruction. As recently as 2006, Pressley provided anecdotal
evidence that little has changed with regard to the explicit teaching of reading comprehension:
“[In most classrooms we have seen,] . . . there is very little teaching of students to be self-
regulated comprehenders. There is a great deal of reading, the implicit theory being that if chil-
dren simply read, read, and read some more, they will become skilled comprehenders” (p. 334).

Additionally, previous research has been limited to observations of reading comprehension
instruction in the upper elementary grades. Underpinning this earlier work was the belief that
students should be taught comprehension strategies in the later grades—after word identifica-
tion skills and decoding have been mastered (Chall, 1983; Chall & Squires, 1991; Harris &
Sipay, 1990). A recent shift has occurred with regard to deciding when to teach reading compre-
hension; multiple researchers have advocated for explicit reading comprehension instruction to
begin as early as 1st grade (Pressley et al., 1992; Snow et al., 1998). Block and Pressley (2007)
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102 NESS

recommended that teachers begin to teach children as early as kindergarten how to predict, form
mental images, make connections, and summarize. As of yet, studies have not begun to examine
whether reading comprehension instruction is indeed included in lower elementary grades, as
backed by researchers. By filling this research gap, the current study also aims to understand the
nature of reading comprehension instruction on a grade-by-grade basis.

THEORETICAL FOUNDATIONS

Underpinning this study is socially mediated learning theory (Vygotsky, 1978). In his theory of
cognitive development, Vygotsky (1978) explained that optimal learning occurs when teachers
assist students in building and understanding new knowledge. As teachers provide students with
strategy instruction through support and modeling, learning occurs within the students’ zone
of proximal development. Teachers rely upon instructional scaffolds to provide assistance in stu-
dents’ learning and understanding. Duke and Pearson (2002) described a cognitive apprenticeship
model in which there is a gradual release of responsibility. In this model, teachers make their
thinking and application of reading comprehension strategies visible and public through demon-
stration and guided practice, to facilitate students’ independent use of reading comprehension
strategies.

METHOD

This observational study occurred over the course of the 2008–2009 academic year. Two
researchers (the author and a doctoral student) observed 3,000 minutes of classroom instruc-
tion to understand how instructional time was used in 20 first- through fifth-grade classrooms.
Classroom observations focused on teachers’ instructional choices, with the intent of gauging
how frequently elementary teachers incorporate explicit reading comprehension instruction into
their language arts instruction.

Research Sites and Participants

Research occurred at two elementary schools in two northeastern states. The Miller School (all
names are pseudonyms) was a suburban K-5 school, in a town with a population of approximately
6,000 residents. The Miller School’s student body was largely white, and the town’s per capita
income was $23,146. The Gordon School was an urban K-5 charter school, founded in 2002.
The Gordon School served a largely African American student body, and the neighboring city’s
per capita income was $16,775. Additional information on both schools can be found in Table 1.
Both schools’ language arts curriculum embraced a wide variety of instructional approaches,
including response to literature, vocabulary, daily oral language, listening comprehension, guided
and independent reading, and textual analysis. Students at the Miller School spent 90 minutes per
day receiving literacy instruction, whereas students at the Gordon School had 180 minutes per
day of literacy instruction. The Miller School used a basal reader for its language arts instruction,
whereas the Gordon School used picture and chapter books for guided reading lessons, as well
as a scripted program for phonics instruction.
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104 NESS

In the summer prior to the start of the school year, the researcher received district and admin-
istrative approval to conduct this research study. In the first weeks of school, both researchers
visited the school sites to introduce themselves and the study and to seek volunteer participants.
A total of 28 teachers from both schools volunteered to participate; through stratified purposeful
sampling, the principal researcher selected 20 first- through fifth-grade teachers for participation,
with four teachers per grade.

Participants for the current study included 10 teachers from the Miller School and 10 teachers
from the Gordon School. The average age of participants was 41.6 years (SD = 4.8). Fifteen
of the teacher-participants were women and five were men. Of the participants, 14 identified
themselves as white, 4 as African American, 1 as Asian, and 1 as Latino. The average length of
classroom experience was 11.3 years (SD = 3.2 years). All teachers held state certification, with
two holding certification from birth through Grade 6, five certified for Grades 1 through 6, three
held dual certification in Grades 1 through 6 and special education, and 10 held certification for
kindergarten through Grade 8. Finally, three of the 20 teachers came into the classroom through
alternative certification routes; one teacher was pursuing a doctorate in literacy education at the
time of the study.

Data Collection

Over a course of 7 months in one academic year, researchers observed 3,000 minutes of class-
room instruction. This amount was reached through comparison to past work (Coyne, 1981;
Durkin, 1978–1979). The objective of classroom observations was to gain a complete sense of
teachers’ instructional behaviors and routine classroom instruction. Observations were equally
divided among grade levels, with four classrooms per grade level. Furthermore, observations
were equally divided among the Miller School and the Gordon School, with two classrooms per
grade level at Miller School and two classrooms per grade level at the Gordon School.

Each of the 20 teacher participants were observed for a total of 120 minutes, broken into
five 30-minute blocks. All classroom observations occurred during language arts instruction.
Prior to each observation, researchers contacted teachers and confirmed a mutually agreeable
time. As a result, teachers were fully aware in advance of researchers’ upcoming classroom
presences. In acting as privileged observers (Wolcott, 1988), researchers were nonintrusive and
had no interaction with the teachers or students.

To examine teacher behavior regarding explicit reading comprehension instruction,
researchers created a coding system modified from previous work (Coyne, 1981; Durkin,
1978–1979; Taylor, Peterson, Pearson, & Rodriguez, 2002). The classroom observation cod-
ing system developed for the current study included two categories of codes: (1) comprehension
instruction and (2) noncomprehension instruction (see the appendix).

Comprehension instruction and noncomprehension codes. In determining what
entails reading comprehension, the principal researcher examined a wide body of literature
(Block & Pressley, 2002; Duke & Pearson, 2002; NRP, 2000) to understand the individual com-
prehension strategies and comprehension routines with solid research foundations. The list of
observational codes (and corresponding abbreviations) used for the purpose of this study can
found in Table 2, with further detail on each code provided in the appendix.
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READING COMPREHENSION IN ELEMENTARY CLASSROOMS 105

TABLE 2
Noncomprehension and Comprehension Codes for Classroom Observations

Noncomprehension Codes Comprehension Codes

Silent reading (SILENT) Vocabulary instruction (VOCAB)
Oral reading (ORAL) Predicting/prior knowledge (PR)
Word skills instruction (WORD) Comprehension monitoring (CM)
Writing instruction (WR) Text structure (TS)
Assignment (ASSIGN) Question answering (QA)
Transition (TR) Question generation (QG)
Noninstruction (NON) Summarization (SUM)
Oral language activities (OR-LANG) Visual representations (VR)
Technology-based activities (TECH) Multiple strategy instruction (MSI)

To be coded as comprehension instruction, the teacher had to provide some explanation
and/or reminder to students for how, when, and why to employ comprehension strategies. More
specifically, researchers applied the Comprehension instruction codes when one or more of the
following teacher behaviors occurred:

• An explicit description of the strategy and when and how it should be used
• Teacher and/or student modeling of the strategy in action
• Collaborative use of the strategy in action
• Guided practice using the strategy with gradual release of responsibility
• Independent use of the strategy (Duke & Pearson, 2002, pp. 208–210).

Because the NRP (2000) noted that vocabulary instruction does lead to gains in comprehension,
vocabulary instruction also was included as a reading comprehension code.

Noncomprehension instruction codes captured other routine language arts instructional activ-
ities and behaviors. This list was developed from various observational data (Pressley, Yokoi,
Rankin, Wharton-McDonald, & Mistretta, 1997; Taylor et al., 2002).

Using the classroom observation coding system. While observing the class, researchers
coded teacher behavior in 30-second increments, adapted from similar protocols (Taylor et al.,
1999). Researchers coded for however many instructional codes occurred in the 30-second incre-
ment, allowing for multiple codes in one increment. In addition to recording codes, researchers
made qualitative notes about the instruction in that interval, including teacher directions, materi-
als used, and student behaviors (Taylor et al., 2002). This process was repeated for the 30-minute
duration of observation. At the conclusion of each observation, codes that appeared during obser-
vation were tallied. Because teacher behavior was the key focus of the study, the researchers
coded for teacher actions; for instance, when an entire classroom was subdivided into small-
group instruction, researchers followed the teacher as the primary instructor and thus coded his
or her behavior.

Two researchers took part in the classroom observations. The principal researcher was a
university-based teacher educator with a doctorate in reading education. A doctoral student
in language and literacy served as a secondary researcher. Both researchers were former K-8
classroom teachers, with a combined 17 years of experience.
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106 NESS

Prior to the commencement of data collection, researchers performed pilot tests to determine
the applicability of the coding system. Furthermore, researchers established interrater reliabil-
ity through applying the coding system to videotapes and routine observations of elementary
instruction. Through pilot testing and mutually witnessed classroom observations, researchers
established an interrater reliability of 0.92. To ensure data validity, researchers followed the tech-
niques recommended by Denzin (1989). In data triangulation, data were collected in multiple
classrooms and on multiple occasions to increase the likelihood that the emerging instructional
themes were representative. Additionally, the interrater reliability of the coding system was a
deliberate attempt to increase validity and reliability.

To get an accurate portrait of what happens at multiple points in an academic year, data
collection spanned seven months. Deliberate efforts were made to visit participating teachers’
classrooms in the beginning, middle, and end of the academic year in order to observe a variety
of classroom instruction.

Data Analysis

At the conclusion of all data collection, data from classroom observations were tallied, ana-
lyzed, and disaggregated in multiple steps. Computer-based statistical software enabled the
principal researcher to look at the means and standard deviations for the total of reading com-
prehension instruction, as well as disaggregating by grade level. Finally, data were examined to
understand which reading comprehension strategies were least and most prevalent in classroom
instruction.

FINDINGS

The overarching purpose of the current study was to understand what percentage of language
arts instructional time was spent on explicit reading comprehension. Additional objectives were
(1) to understand which reading comprehension strategies were most and least prevalent and
(2) to explore which grade levels provided the most and least reading comprehension instruc-
tion. Data will be presented in three categories below: (1) the amount of reading comprehension
instruction across all classroom observations, (2) the amount of reading comprehension instruc-
tion according to grade level, and (3) the inclusion of specific reading comprehension strategies
during classroom observations.

The Amount of Reading Comprehension Instruction Across All Classroom
Observations

A total of 751 minutes occurred during language arts instruction across 3,000 minutes of
classroom observation. Thus, data from the current study indicate that explicit reading com-
prehension instruction made up 25% of language arts instruction. It should be noted that this
reading comprehension took place with a variety of instructional materials and in a variety
of settings. More specifically, researchers observed teachers including reading comprehension
instruction during whole-class read-alouds, small-group guided reading lessons, mini-lessons
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FIGURE 1 Percentage of all classroom observation codes in 3,000
minutes of instruction.

SILENT = Silent reading; ORAL = Oral reading; WORD = Word skills instruction; WR = Writing instruc-
tion; TR = Transition; NON = Noninstruction; ASSIGN = Assignment; OR-LANG = Oral language activities;
TECH = Technology-based activities.

during readers’ workshop, and independent reading. Additionally, teachers provided reading
comprehension instruction when using novels, chapter books, nonfiction text, poetry, selections
from basal readers, picture books, magazines geared for young readers (such as Time for Kids),
and fluency texts used for Readers Theater. Figure 1 shows the breakdown of all codes across
3,000 minutes of classroom observation. Clearly, reading comprehension instruction occurred
more frequently than any other sort of instructional behavior or activity in these language arts
classrooms.

The Amount of Reading Comprehension Instruction, Disaggregated by Grade Level

To look for instructional patterns across grade levels, data were disaggregated by grade level.
As shown in Table 3, the highest amount of reading comprehension instruction occurred in
4th grade (a total of 287 minutes) and the lowest amount took place in 3rd grade (a total
of 67 minutes). First-grade teachers incorporated 142 minutes of reading comprehension
instruction, with 2nd-grade teachers including 174 minutes, and 5th-grade teachers including
122 minutes.
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TABLE 3
Percentage of Reading Comprehension Instruction According to Grade Levels

Reading Total Percentage Across
Comprehension Code Grade 1 Grade 2 Grade 3 Grade 4 Grade 5 All Grade Levels

Predicting/prior knowledge 6.5 7.0 4.0 8.7 4.5 6.1
Comprehension monitoring 0.3 0.0 0.5 1.0 1.3 0.6
Text structure 1.0 2.3 0.5 2.8 4.2 2.2
Question generation 0.0 0.0 0.7 0.5 0.0 0.2
Question answering 10.5 9.7 2.0 16.3 4.2 8.5
Summarization 2.7 4.3 2.5 4.5 2.8 3.4
Visual representations 0.2 1.8 0.3 2.7 0.7 1.1
Multiple strategy instruction 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0
Vocabulary instruction 2.5 3.8 0.7 4.5 2.7 2.8
Total percentage of reading

comprehension instruction
23.7 28.9 11.2 41.0 20.4 24.9

The Inclusion of Specific Reading Comprehension Strategies During Classroom
Observations

To understand the range of comprehension activities included in language arts instruction, data
are presented according to which reading comprehension instructional strategies were used dur-
ing language arts instruction. As depicted in Figure 2, teachers most heavily favored asking
questions as a comprehension strategy (a total of 256 minutes). Furthermore, teachers provided
instruction in the following comprehension strategies: predicting/prior knowledge (184 total
minutes), comprehension monitoring (19 total minutes), question generation (7 total minutes),
text structure (65 minutes), summarization (101 total minutes), vocabulary (85 total minutes),
and visual representation (34 total minutes). Multiple strategy instruction was not incorporated.
Thus, teachers in the current study incorporated a variety of the reading comprehension strategies
presented in the National Reading Panel report (2000).

DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS

Before considering the implications of the current study and the possibility of similar projects,
it is important to consider the possible limitations. One possible limitation of the study lies with
the amount of observation time. Although researchers carefully considered the amount of time
and compared it to similar previous research, it is difficult to determine whether 3,000 minutes
of classroom observations were sufficient to see comprehension instruction in action in language
arts classrooms. In addition, this observational time might have been configured in very different
ways. For instance, rather than devote 150 minutes to 20 teachers, similar observations could
have focused on fewer teachers for longer time periods, or more teachers for shorter time peri-
ods. Additionally, although deliberate efforts were made to standardize the coding system and
establish its interrater reliability, it is impossible to entirely reduce the subjective nature of obser-
vational coding. It is possible that different observers might have coded the same observations
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FIGURE 2 Reading comprehension instructional codes observed in
language arts instruction.

PR = Predicting/prior knowledge; CM = Comprehension monitoring; TS = Text structure; QG = Question generation;
QA = Question answering; SUM = Summarization; VR = Visual representations; MSI = Multiple strategy instruction;
VOCAB = Vocabulary instruction.

in different manners. The mere presence of outside researchers and the nature of observation
itself influence teacher instruction. It is possible that the observed instruction might have been
somewhat atypical of the instruction that may have occurred without the presence of an out-
side observer. Finally, the focus of the current study was on English language arts instruction.
It is certainly possible that reading comprehension instruction may be provided during other
daily instruction, such as while looking at informational text used in science and social studies
lessons.

The results from the current study offer promising indications that the amount of reading com-
prehension instruction occurring in today’s elementary classrooms has increased since Durkin
(1978–1979) first brought this issue to light. Whereas Durkin noted 1% of instructional time
allotted for reading comprehension instruction, the results from the current study note a marked
increase to 25% of classroom observations. This increase in reading comprehension instruc-
tion may be attributed to a variety of reasons. First, it is possible that teachers are heeding the
messages of researchers and practitioner-based publications, which have called for an increase
in reading comprehension instruction. It is also possible that the surge in reading comprehen-
sion instruction is due to an abundance of professional development materials and instructional
materials focusing on reading comprehension instruction.
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Another promising finding pertains to the occurrence of reading comprehension instruction
according to grade level. Researchers were encouraged to see that 1st- and 2nd-grade teach-
ers incorporated strategy instruction into 23.7% and 28.9%, respectively, of class time. These
findings seem to suggest that the work of many researchers (Block & Pressley, 2007; Pressley
et al., 1992; Smolkin & Donovan, 2002; Snow et al., 1998) who advocate for comprehension
instruction to begin in the primary grades has affected classroom instruction. There was a sharp
decline in frequency of reading comprehension instruction in the 3rd-grade classrooms of the
current study, with only 77 minutes or 11.2% of instructional time. In both states where data
collection occurred, 3rd grade marks the start of high-stakes testing; therefore, it is possible that
teachers prioritized preparation for state tests and, as such, provided less reading comprehension
instruction.

Although these results are largely encouraging, it is difficult to truly evaluate how much read-
ing comprehension instruction is enough to produce student gains and metacognitive readers. In
other words, it is impossible to determine whether allotting 25% of classroom time to reading
comprehension instruction is sufficient, unless we can link such instruction to student achieve-
ment. Thus, a lingering question stemming from the current study focuses on the effectiveness
of reading comprehension in producing student gains. It is also logical to question whether this
percentage of instructional time leads to students’ independent use of reading comprehension
strategies, which is ultimately the goal of teacher-directed comprehension instruction.

Although progress has certainly been made, there is still room for growth in the realm of
teachers’ use of reading comprehension instructional strategies. More specifically, we must
address the relatively limited scope of reading comprehension strategies, and the reliance upon
single-strategy instruction.

First, although the occurrence of strategy instruction appears to be on the rise, teachers still
need more variety in the strategies that they teach. As previously noted, the most frequently
occurring strategies were question asking, predicting or activating prior knowledge, and summa-
rization. Similar to Durkin’s (1978–1979) work three decades ago, teacher-generated questions
by far dominated the reading comprehension instruction observed in the current study. It is
possible that the relatively narrow number of reading comprehension strategies seen in the cur-
rent study can be attributed to teachers’ unfamiliarity with other comprehension strategies or
to their lack of confidence in teaching other strategies. Another possibility is that teachers are
relying solely upon the reading comprehension strategies predetermined by their instructional
materials and are not deviating from what these instructional manuals prescribe; the Miller
School, in particular, relied heavily upon its basal reader. In any case, we must help “pri-
mary educators . . . continuously and systematically add depth and breadth to the number of
comprehension processes students learn” (Block & Lacina, 2009, p. 497).

It is also important to note the minimal inclusion of comprehension monitoring (19 minutes
total) and the absence of multiple strategy instruction. Comprehension monitoring may have been
minimal in classroom observations because of teachers’ reluctance, or uncertainty, regarding how
to model comprehension obstacles and fix-it strategies through think-alouds. Despite the effec-
tiveness of multiple-strategy instruction, as demonstrated in studies with at-risk readers, remedial
readers, and good, average, and poor comprehenders (Hacker & Tenet, 2002; Rosenshine &
Meister, 1994), it may have been omitted from classroom instruction because of the difficul-
ties that often emerge in cooperative learning approaches (Druckman & Bjork, 1994; Hacker &
Tenet, 2002; McCaslin & Good, 1996).
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READING COMPREHENSION IN ELEMENTARY CLASSROOMS 111

It is also important to note that the teachers in the current study relied largely on
single-strategy reading comprehension instruction, as opposed to multiple-strategy instruction.
Teachers’ reliance on single strategies may largely be due to instructional materials that encour-
age teachers to rely on a select number of tried-but-true single comprehension strategies, such as
predicting, questioning, and activating background knowledge. Pressley (2001) pointed out that
“of course, excellent readers do not use such strategies one at a time, nor do they use them simply
when under strong instructional control.” Thus, our challenge is to help teachers teach students
to be self-regulated in applying reading comprehension strategies. Teachers may benefit from
understanding Transactional Strategy Instruction (TSI) (Pressley et al., 1992), which prepares
readers to become active and independent readers who coordinate the application of multiple
reading comprehension strategies.

The findings of the current study offer important possibilities for ongoing professional
development for teachers in the area of reading comprehension. Most important, professional
development and teacher training must inform future and inservice teachers about the variety and
importance of reading comprehension strategies. Porter, Garet, Desimone, and Birman (2003)
noted that professional development focusing on specific instructional practices is most likely to
increase teachers’ use of these strategies. Furthermore, in an age of instructional accountability,
teachers must be provided with the data and proof that these instructional practices have a pos-
itive impact on student achievement (Butler, Lauscher, Jarvis-Selinger, & Beckingham, 2004;
Stein, Schwan, & Silver, 1999). Professional development focused on reading comprehension
also must include effective inservice support (Anders, Hoffman, & Duffy, 2000), as opposed to
the “one shot” model of full-day sessions by external experts, in which teachers are passive par-
ticipants and are likely to forget the majority of what was presented to them (Sandholtz, 2002).
The objective with such professional development is to create informed teachers who become
“aware of the comprehension strategies research literature [and select] from that literature the
strategies and methods that [make] the most sense to them in light of their years of experience”
(Pressley, 2006, p. 316).

FUTURE DIRECTIONS AND CONCLUDING THOUGHTS

The scope of the current study was limited to the type of instruction teachers provided in their
English language arts classrooms; outside of the scope of the current study are the factors in
teachers’ backgrounds, training, and instructional beliefs that influence their instruction, all of
which would be a logical follow-up qualitative component to the current study. After exten-
sive classroom observations at the Benchmark School, often noted for its explicit instruction in
reading strategies to high-ability students experiencing reading difficulties, Pressley, Gaskins,
Wile, Cunicelli, and Sherida (1991) asked 31 teachers to explain their instructional decisions and
their beliefs about strategy instruction. Findings indicated that teachers’ instructional decisions
were largely shaped by their experience and their knowledge and understanding of best-practices
research. More recent qualitative inquiries about teachers’ attitudes toward and beliefs about
reading comprehension instruction have been conducted with preservice, rather than inservice,
teachers (Theurer & Onofrey, 2006). Thus, logical follow-up work might focus on why teachers
choose to include, or not to include, reading comprehension instruction, as well as the factors in
their backgrounds, training, and beliefs that influence these decisions.
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112 NESS

The current study has the potential to benefit preservice and inservice teachers. By understand-
ing the degree to which reading comprehension instruction occurs in elementary classroom, we
can begin to rethink the quantity and quality of explicit reading comprehension strategy instruc-
tion. Although much progress has been made since Durkin brought to light the lack of reading
comprehension instruction, teachers in Grades 1 through 5 continue to need ongoing support in
the whys and hows of reading comprehension instruction.
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