
�������������	
�	���


�

The Complexities of 
Comprehension

RMBIDA
Nancy Hennessy M.Ed.

October 3, 2008

Super Nova Idea
Comprehension is not a unitary 
construct….
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In what ways, have the concepts related to 
comprehension changed? 
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Automatic recognition of many words

Breadth and depth many vocabulary words

More complex ideas and higher order thinking skills

Breadth and depth of domain knowledge

Strategic approaches to varied texts/genres
and sources of information

4th

grade
12th

grade

Increasing literacy demands 
across the grades…

Adapted Torgesen, 2006

Content Rules!!!!!
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Tap into your background knowledge
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$Thinking �������
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$Process ��	���������	�	��������������������
draws meaning �����	���	�)	�%

���!�
!���*�+���&�#,,#

$Process ���
���!	�����
!�� extracting and 
constructing meaning 	������� interaction 
and involvement ��	�����		���!��������%
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Comprehension requires more than a few 
interactions….
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Focus on processes vs. products
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Simple View  Equation
Reading  Comprehension
Gough & Tunmer, 1986

Decoding  x  Language Comprehension = 
Reading Comprehension

+��������
�	���������	������������ -	����
�!�	��	�������
����
����������.�����!�����������������
���

-�����
	�������	��
������
.�

Can you untangle & 
Identify strands?

Relationship between decoding & 
language comprehension & reading 
comprehension change over time…..

How?

What are the instructional 
implications?
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“language comprehension becomes the 
dominant processing in reading 
comprehension when the reader has 
acquired enough facility in word 
identification to comprehend in written 
language text which would be normally 
comprehended in spoken language…”

Vellutino, Tunmer, Jaccard & Chen, 2007
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Oral language skills
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Print skills
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Multiple sources of difficulty in reading 
comprehension..
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Not to mention-the teaching/learning 
environment….
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So, what’s your role?
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Comprehension Journal
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Contributors to 
comprehension….
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Have you ever had a comprehension 
“breakdown”???

What caused it?

Could this paragraph cause one-why?
Think text and then self as a reader….
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Comprehension breakdown
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A heuristic for thinking about reading 
comprehension (Rand Reading Study Group, 2002)

Cognitive capacities
Motivation
Knowledge

Surface code
Text base
Mental Models
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What challenges/demands  are 
presented by the text?

Think levels of text-not just words…..
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“In the late 1800’s and early 1900’s, European 
imperialism reached its peak as stronger 
nations colonized and dominated weaker 
nations.  Economic, nationalistic, military, and 
humanitarian factors led to the growth of 
imperialism. The growth of economic 
industries created an increased need for 
natural resources. The European spirit of 
nationalism, the belief that one nation’s goals 
are superior to those of other nations, caused 
nations to want to protect their interests.”

America: Pathways to the Present, Prentice Hall 2003

How friendly is student text?
� Depends!!!!!!
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Difference between spoken & written language

Academic Language!

What characteristics of the text contributed 
to/impeded your understanding of the paragraph? 

What capacities might the 
reader bring to the text?

Will, Jamal, Aaron, Sara, Lily….
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Inside Lily or Will’s mind, he/she…
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Goal-create a coherent 
representation of text

Language & reading comprehension 
depend on memory….
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� Working memory-holds information a bit longer
(e.g. few minutes) so we can connect & integrate 
information from different sentences.
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Comprehension also depends on 
background knowledge….
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What is background knowledge?
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And then there’s schema-
“personal mental model”
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Birthdays…....
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Comprehension Journal
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Levels of Language Processing 
& Understanding

 ����*�����
�
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�
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Comprehension of  written text  involves 
processing language at many different levels��
��	�	��� word level&�	������������
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Word & Phrase Level
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Vocabulary -- Rate your knowledge (adapted 
LETRS, 2008)  0-3
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Let’s try a brain dump…. 

Vocabulary is…..
It is critical because………
How do we acquire vocabulary?
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What is vocabulary?

� Receptive
� listening
� reading

� Expressive
� speaking 
� writing

� No clue
� Heard it but don’t 

know it means
� Recognize it, know 

it t has something to 
do with____

� Own it

Focus on Vocabulary www. prel.org
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Beck & McKeown, 1991.

Word Knowledge and Reading Comprehension
Tannebaum, Torgesen & Wagner, 2006
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It is critical because….
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A Four Part Vocabulary Program
(Graves, 2003)
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Which words should we teach?????
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Focus on words that will help students 
succeed academically!!!

Teaching tips-rich instructional
� Introduce explanations in everyday language, build 

a student friendly definition.
� Provide several contexts in which word can be 

used.
� Get students to interact with words right away.
� Develop activities that require students to process 

meanings in deep ways.
� Provide  interesting examples, situations, questions
� Provide many encounters  with target word in and 

out of classroom.
� Reinforce use beyond class

“To have an impact on comprehension, vocabulary instruction must 
be rich-simply defining words is not enough.”

Beck, 2002

Let’s try one-unctuous
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Don’t forget phonological, orthographic, 
syntactical & semantic dimensions of word!!!

Focus on Vocabulary www.prel.org
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And………..
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Let’s not forget about figurative 
language!
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When someone says…, they really 
mean….
� ��	
�����������	

� ��!�����	
�  ��	����
������	����

��!�
� 9�������	�������

� I���!��������
� @�������	����/�
� I/���	�����!!
� ����������	������0

� ��������

� K��!��

� 7��!����
��

� 2����	�����&����B	����	
� ��)���
&���	���!!����	��	��

� �������
!�������&���
	�	��
� I!�������������	

� C0�!!���������������0���

What does this mean & where did 
it come from?

Face the music!
Can you think of some other 
examples of figurative language?

Teaching Tips for Idiomatic and 
Figurative Language
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An instructional consideration-
transparent vs. opaque
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Scaffolding with questions
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Sentence Level
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“Sentences are the worker bees of the 
text!!!!!”
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Tim’s hat flew off in the wind and his horse 
neighed wildly as he was whipped by the 
carriage driver.

Why should we attend  to sentence 
comprehension……..
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If, good readers & writers have an “ear” for 
what sounds right & “an  eye” for finding 
key ideas in a sentence. … know how to 
manipulate the grammar, “work with the 
words,” to make sense of sentences they 
are reading. 

Then, 
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Carlisle, 2004

So, what might make sentences 
difficult?
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What makes a sentence complex???
Scott, 2003
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Quickie Quiz
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Who or what is/was doing  to whom/what, when, 
where, how why?

Bonus-What’s the difference between a phrase 
and a clause?

What’s the difference?
� ����
�


� �����������������
�
	��	��������	������

��	������������0�
	���	�����
� noun phrase-the old 

lady
� verb phrase-spoke 

softly
� prepositional 

phrase-to her 
caregiver

� �!��
�

� 9�������	����������

����
�	��	����	���
���
subject & a predicate

�	����
���	��)���

���
����!�	��	�����	�
� when he arrives

� ����������	����������
����
�	��	����	���
���

�
4��	�*����������	��
	��	����
��)���

���
����!�	��	�����	�
� we will have dinner

Phrases & Clauses
Examples:
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What questions do these 
answer?
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What do you know about sentence 
structure?
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Why would I want to?
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It’s not over until it’s over!
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The European spirit of 
nationalism, the belief that 
one nation’s goals are 
superior to those of other 
nations, caused nations to 
want to protect their 
interests.”
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In complex, compound, or complex-
compound sentences, the reader
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How might you deconstruct this for 
students?

8���!�
	�	���	������
���/����	��

���
���
�����
!����/����
����	���
�����
	������������������	���
��/�!�����	
����������������	�����/�!�
 ���
�	��	���������!��
��
�����	�	������/��

�����	��
�/�
�
!���!�
���	��	�������	��	�
��������4���������
	�����
�
���
�!�0�!��	��
����/���	���/�����	���������!!�
�		!��	���
���	��/��
���
�	�����
��

Readers…
� �����
	����	�������	�/�����4���	����- and.��
�

���
����!��
&�
�	�	������������������
�	��
��
	���	�����	�����	�	�����������!�)�!�����!�
��!�	���
���
�	��	���	��!���/��
�!���������	����!�	 ��
-even though&�although&�if-then.��

� ���������
���������/��
�!����������	����!�
��!�	���
���
����
��	�)���/�!��
������!�	���	����
�����
	��������������	���&����
�	���&����

�A������-��	�������	�������.��

� �D8�	������
�
���!���)��
�����!�����	��	��
��
!����������		���
�
�����������!��������
��
��

��������	��
��
����!�����
���!���
���	��
��������
��	��	����!�������������!������	��	���

	���	���
�

���&��������	����	�&������/��&�
�
���
��
	���������
���	����������
�/�

�!�0�&�
����&���/�����������&

���!���	�

2�	��/������&�
�	&�����/��&��������
�	���&���!�0�

�������
����������
��&����	��
����
�!	����	�/�

M��
	���&���==!�&�������&�	���	���
!�

��
���&���
���
�&����!�&�	��	�0�������������
!��&�

�!�	����

���
!��6
�!�	�������
!���
�!�	����
���A��
	������
���

��6	���&��
�����
�!	&�
����
�&�
����&�����	���
�����
����

���
�	�������
��*������	

7��
	&���)	���	������
&�!�
	&���!!�����&�	��
�����
��	�&������	!�

C�A������
�A�����������!�	���
�/��	


7����)���!�&�������
	����&�������	��
���&�
������	���
	��
���

9�
����	�������&����	&�����&�
�����&����

C����!�����
�*�����
�
N
-
���3����&�#,,1���������!�	��!�
	.

8���
�3���������



�������������	
�	���


�<

How can we teach sentence 
comprehension?
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Use students’ text material!!!!

Let’s unscramble the meaning……

Comprehension Journal
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Published: December 6, 2007
It has long been known that dyslexics are drawn 
to running their own businesses, where they can 
get around their weaknesses in reading and 
writing and play on their strengths. But a new 
study of entrepreneurs in the United States 
suggests that dyslexia is much more common 
among small-business owners than even the 
experts had thought.
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Published: December 6, 2007
It has long been known that �������
� are drawn 
to running ����� own businesses, ����� they can 
get around ����� weaknesses in reading and 
writing and play on ����� strengths. But a new 
study of entrepreneurs in the United States 
suggests that dyslexia is much more common 
among ��������������������� than even the 
experts had thought.

Let’s revisit background knowledge..
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How discourse knowledge affects 
comprehension…
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Differences (Westby, 1999)
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A program to improve  understanding of 
compare/contrast expository text in 
second graders Williams et al, 2005
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Text structure
Williams et al, 2000
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World & domain specific 
knowledge………
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How do you know about….
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� How do you build 
background 
knowledge?

� How might you do it if 
you were reading 
about insects?

Insects
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Reality…….  
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Inferencing is critical to 
comprehension….

“a constructive process in which the 
listener/reader goes beyond what is  
explicitly stated and links up ideas with    
their prior knowledge to understand       
what is stated directly.”

Roth, 2001

Inferences may be……..
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� Critical that reader monitors & adjusts 
knowledge structures as fill in gaps at 
surface & text level and as connect text 
base with mental model�

Read between the lines……….
www.rhlschool.com
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Debbie was going out for the afternoon with her 
friend Michael. By the time, they got there, they 
were parched. Michael got something out of his 
duffel bag and shared it. The orange juice was 
very refreshing. Debbie put on her bathing suit 
but the water was too cold so they made 
sandcastles instead.
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Less skilled readers….
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What’s a teachers  to do….
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Higher Order Comprehension
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Theory of Discourse Processing
Three Main Levels of Processing     (Kintsch, 1998)
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Everyone’s a teacher……..

Instruction

Strategies
Shallow to Deep Comprehension

One thing I know about 
instructional strategies………..
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What we already know about 
comprehension instruction...
Rand Reading Study Group, 2002
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Purposeful strategy instruction

� C	��	����
�
���!��
��	����	��������
��	�����������
�

� C	��
�����
	��	������
	���	�������!���>
� 9����	��)�!���	���
� 3���!���
� ����	������	������
��0
� ����������	����!���	���

� 3�
	������	�/��������������&��!�)�
!��*�

	��	����
�����
���!��

Be careful!!!
� �!!�
	��	����
�������	�����	����A��!
� C	��	����
������	���
����!�)�
!������������
���	��� �

��	��������	���
� C	��	�����
���!�������	�/���������
�
��		��	�������

	�)	
� F��������������!����
	���	�����������LLLL

“active use of comprehension strategies should not 
undermine the point that conceptual knowledge 
matters very much in comprehension.”
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Categories of effective strategies
… National Reading Panel, 2000
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Strategies that hold promise…..
� +��������!�8��������3�	����-��!��
�����	��!�.N

� 8���
��	����!�C	��	����
�-���

!����	��!�.N

� ��!!�
���	�/��C	��	�������������-5��������	��!�.N

� M��
	�������	�����	����-���0�*�3�F����.

� ������

�
	���������������C�-7���
�*�7���
.

� ������	�I����	���+���������
	���	�����I+��
-@�	������	��!�.

� M��
	�����
0����*���
�������-F�����	��!�.

� C�������C	���	�-�������
���	��!�.

Asking smart questions…
� �����
�
� ��/�!
� C��������
���
�
�!�	�

� 8������
� C	����	
� 8�������
	����	

(��
�'�
�����)��	
��
	��
���	��
��
���

��
�
��������������
��

<�/4
'�
	��
���
����;�����
'F 
�����	��

��������
	�
�����
���



��
'�������	� ���	��

��
'I���������
��	��

��

?��4
'�����	��'-������
	�
��
���
��
�

��	��������	���
��
'(	���
���
 ���
��
������'���

�	

?���4
'����
������	�����
���
���	�������

�� �
� 9���	�
� � 	
��
� &�
�	

?��
4
�
���� ��-�
/����
�����	�+��
 ���
�


��
� ����G��
	�
��
��'
C� (	��
�

��
�� N ��

��
��
7� ���	
��
��
G� � ���	
E
��

Reciprocal Teaching



�������������	
�	���


#�

N �	
���*��		�

��,
� ?��
�/���
���	��������	�
��
O
� ?�������� �
�
���
������	��
�	���
��


��
O
� ?��
������
��
������
�����/

��

/��
�
������	��
�	�J �
���
���	��
�O
� ?��
������
���� 
��	�/��
� ��
��


�
�����	�O
� ?����
��
���� 
��	��������
��
�

/�	�O
� ?��
=��
�
�������-� 
O
� ?�	���� �� 	�	
������	�O�?��O
� ?��
��
��
����������/O
� ?��
������ �/
���/� ����������

��	�O
� I��
��
���	
�����	�
���� O
� ?��
=����������������	O

N �	
���*�)���

�	�,
� ?��
�
��
���� 
��	M���������O
� ?��
�
��
���� 
��	�
���
����-� 
O
� <�/������
��
�������
��/

��/��
�
���

� 
��	�������	�����
���� �O
� �
��
���� 
��	��
��� ��������/�	�
��


��
O
� ?��
�
���	��

�������
���� 
��	�

�
���� ��
������� �����/�	�
��
;
� <�/������
��
��

�/

��/��
�
���

� 
��	�������	�����
���� �O
� � ���	
E��/��
�
���� 
��	�����
����

 �O
� ?��
�
��
�����
��
����
���� 
��	�

/��
�� ��
����
O

Beck & McKeown, 1997
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Shallow to Deep Comprehension-Kintsch et al, 2005

Super Nova Idea
Comprehension is not a unitary 
construct….
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