




















Contrast the rich (and fascinating) 

topics on the left—from a survey of 

100 actual state test passages—with 

the banal subject matter found in 

a recent review2 of typical reading 

basals: 

•	What makes grandmothers special

•	What could happen if everyone 

brought their pets to school

•	What teddy bears  look like

2 Walsh (2003)
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That's why teaching knowledge explicitly improves reading 

comprehension. As Willingham has said: 'Reading tests are 

knowledge tests in disguise.' 

Grade 
equivalents 

growth of 
experimental 

group over 
control

0

.25

.5

+0.42

+0.28

ITBS  
Science

ITBS  
Reading

First and second grade gains 
when taught 8 weeks of science 

knowledge for 45 minutes  
a day in addition to a 90  

minute reading block4

4 Vitale & Romance (2011)
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And even if you know a 

strategy—like re-reading 

when stuck—you also need 

to be well-versed in when 

to apply the strategy. You 

need to notice that you didn’t 

understand the text.

Often, strategy instruction 

neglects giving kids practice 

in identi�ing situations 

when they should use the 

strategy.
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Before going further, give yourself  the experience of a 

struggling ninth grader. 

Read the passage below and identi� the main idea.

The fundamental problem of communication is that of 
reproducing at one point either exactly or approximately 
a message selected at another point. Frequently the 
messages have meaning; that is they refer to or are 
correlated according to some system with certain physical 
or conceptual entities. These semantic aspects of 
communication are irrelevant to the engineering problem. 
The significant aspect is that the actual message is one 
selected from a set of possible messages. The system must 
be designed to operate for each possible selection, not just 
the one which will actually be chosen since this is unknown 
at the time of design. 
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Until the 1930s in the US, the role of 

the elementary school teacher was to be 

a guide to the world. Building knowledge 

was explicit and systematic. 

But then something changed. The idea 

gained currency that thinking skills and 

strategies are what children need to learn.
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Average number of minutes per day spent teaching 
each subject in self-contained classes, by grade 

Reading/Language 
Arts

Mathematics

Science Social Studies

K–3 4–6
54 61

K–3 4–6
19 24

K–3 4–6
16 21

K–3 4–6
89 83

+
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How do you ‘just know’? 

Each time you hear or see 

a word, it leaves a trace in 

your brain, expanding or 

strengthening your web of 

word senses.

Researchers recently 

found a way to map words 

across the entire cortex of a 

typical brain.8

8 Huth et al. (2016)
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Richness can’t be learned solely from speech. Imagine Socrates and 

Einstein walk into a bar. If they talk about their weekend (not physics or 

philosophy), what level of vocabulary do they use?

Typically around 20 unusual words—such as dismayed or zeal—per 1,000. 

Newspapers and books contain more than twice as many.9

rare words  
(per thousand)

Newspapers  	 68.3

Popular magazines 	 65.7 

Comic books	 53.5

Adult books  	 52.7

Children’s books  	 30.9

Prime-time adult TV  	 22.7 

Prime-time children’s TV   	 20.2 

College graduate speech  	 17.3
9 Hayes & Ahrens  (1988). Thanks to David Liben 
for the Socrates and  Einstein formulation.36



Being exposed to everyday speech, even that of geniuses, 

isn’t the way to build a strong vocabulary. 

Reading is. And so is being read to. It’s a lifelong game of 

quantity and quality.
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Read the passage on the 

left, then set aside this book 

and try to recall as much as of 

it as you can.

Most likely, you didn’t 

recall the precise wording. 

But you had the ideas: the 

Durselys live on Privet Drive, 

they don't get involved with 

weird goings-on, etc.

Researchers use the term 

mental model to describe the 

structure you created in your 

mind to perform this feat. 

...believe 
that anything 
strange or 
mysterious is 
nonsense

...live at number 4 Privet  Drive

because

...are not involved in  
anything strange or  

mysterious
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Think of the process of building 

a mental model as a sort of 

micro-comprehension. Weak 

comprehenders build poor models. 

Whichever macro-comprehension 

question you ask them, they answer 

poorly. 

But they don’t need more practice 

at the macro level—prediction or 

mapping character development. 

They need better mental models. 

Researchers have uncovered four 

critical skills.

microcomprehension macrocomprehension

summarize

predict

identify theme

analyze  
e.g., character 
developmenttext mental model

...believe 
that anything 
strange or 
mysterious is 
nonsense

...are perfectly normal,
 'thank you very much'

...live at number 4 Privet  Drive

because

said with 
attitude

Mr. and Mrs. Dursley

...are not involved in  
anything strange or  

mysterious
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And when researchers ran 

a bake-off between spoken 

language-based comprehension 

instruction and text-based 

comprehension instruction, 

language won, even when 

measured 11 months later on a 

test of text comprehension.12

12 Clarke et al. (2010)
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