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Teaching comprehension

When students come to see me, they usually do so because they’re struggling with
reading and writing. What they have learned at school hasn’t been sufficient to allow
them to keep up with the majority of their peers and it’s my job to give them tools to
improve and catch up.

They often come with psychological reports which tell me about the underlying
strengths and weaknesses, e.g. processing speed and working memory.

Reports or no, the first thing I do is measure their spelling ability, their reading and
writing fluency, assess their handwriting, their alphabet knowledge and their
comprehension.

This gives me a snapshot of the level they are working at, the level we need to work
towards, and the kind of things they need to know and practise.

Most of them can’t read anything fluently at their grade level, but the majority can
answer grade-appropriate comprehension questions well if I read the story fo them. A
small percentage, however, also have difficulty with this and it becomes my job to
help them comprehend better. It’s not a job I relish, to be perfectly honest with you.

When good comprehenders can’t read fluently it’s a relatively easy task to give them
the skills to catch up. This can sometimes look miraculous and it sometimes happens
very quickly. There is a lot of pleasure to be gained by helping someone become a
reader.

Helping people become better spellers is harder, but it’s also satisfying to watch their
skills improve and to watch them gain understanding of the structure of words.

Helping people to comprehend what they read and hear is a long, slow process and
the changes in students’ skills are not as dramatic and detectable as reading and
spelling progress.

The best training I have done on the subject is the Nanci Bell Visualizing and
Verbalizing course.

I also use the Visualizing and Verbalizing Stories resource to informally measure
decoding and fluency and comprehension in my practice. They come in a set of three
and have nine sections. Each section contains twelve stories from foundation to grade
eight. Each story is followed by four or five comprehension questions.

If I am not following the steps in the Visualizing and Verbalizing program, I still
check for comprehension during oral reading with all my students. If they are reading
the wonderful stories from Reading Pathways, as soon as we see our first full stop we
pause and I ask questions like:
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Who is this sentence about?

What are they doing?

What do they look like?

What do you think is going to happen?
What word told you that?

I let students go back and locate the information they need if they can’t answer from
memory.

When we are reading longer texts I do the same, although I also ask for suggested
titles, as this is a way of locating the main idea and summarising what has been read.

In schools, when decoding is not a barrier, reading comprehension is reliant on certain
cognitive skills and background knowledge. There is much talk in education circles
about trends towards knowledge-poor curricula and it worries me.

This is all I have to say about comprehension. If children are explicitly and
systematically shown the alphabetic code from the age of five and are allowed to
practise it, if they are given explicit teaching in vocabulary and fluency and if their
phonological awareness is assessed and addressed, comprehension develops alongside
in the majority of cases.

Sure, children can be taught to be more critical in their thinking, more discerning in
their opinion-forming, more adept at locating, recalling, inferring and summarizing
information, but if you want to make sure they can do that in response to things they
are reading, then teach them to actually read the words.
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