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Reading comprehension is the ultimate goal of reading instruction. It is a complex
process that involves the integration of multiple skills and processes. We use a five-step
comprehension lesson framework based on the word of Tierney and Cunningham
(Tierney, R. J., and J. W. Cunningham. 1984. "Research on teaching reading
comprehension." In Pearson, P. D. (editor). 1984a.Handbook of reading research. New
York: Longman. 0582281199. Location: Dallas SIL Library 372.4072 H236h.).  The five
steps include BEFORE (Steps 1 & 2); DURING (Step 3), and AFTER (Steps 4 & 5)
activities.  The five steps are as follows.

Step 1:  BUILD OR ACTIVATE BACKGROUND KNOWLEDGE
We can’t read with comprehension if we don’t have adequate background

knowledge. Skilled readers can learn new information by studying text, but they can’t
read and comprehend without background knowledge. Sometimes we have background
knowledge, but don’t know we should call it up when reading. You can build and activate
background knowledge by: (1) asking the student to tell you all of the words s/he can
think of related to a topic: (2) ask the student to categorize words you have provided
related to the topic to be read; (3) teach the student the meaning of important vocabulary
[don’t teach him definitions – instead relate these new words to other known words using
graphic organizers and other visual supports]; (4) demonstrate the completion of the type
of comprehension task (e.g., sequencing) by relating it to something very familiar (e.g.,
the sequence of the meals eaten every day or the days of the week).

Step 2: SET A PURPOSE FOR READING
Anytime we are teaching comprehension, we should be setting a purpose for the

student BEFORE reading. While students do need to learn how to set their own purposes
when reading, we should be setting them for them ALWAYS during our instruction. If
we don’t we’re asking the student to either guess what we think is important or remember
everything. The idea of setting a purpose is to focus the reader’s attention, and help the
student understand what is important. You can set purposes whether the student is
listening or reading.
Some example purposes are:
• Read this so that you can sequence these events (written on sentence strips)
• Read this so that you can tell me 5 words that describe the main character (or setting)
• Read this so that you can tell me two ways this story is just like the one we read

yesterday.
• Read this so that you can compare and contrast the two main characters (or read this

to tell me 3 things that are the same about the 2 main characters and 2 things that are
different)
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Step 3: READ OR LISTEN
This step should take up the majority of the time you have set aside for reading

comprehension instruction. If the before and after-reading activities are taking longer
than the reading itself, something is wrong. Time spent reading is the best predictor of the
progress a student will make in a given year – not time spent doing activities before and
after reading.

Step 4:  COMPLETE A TASK
The task you ask students to complete should be directly related to the purpose

you’ve set. If you told the student to read in order to sequence, you only ask them to
sequence. Nothing more! If there is more that you’d like the student to do or understand,
read the text again the next day for a different purpose.

Step 5: PROVIDE INFORMATIVE FEEDBACK
The goal here is to get students to tell you what they did to accomplish the task.

You’re trying to help them understand EXACTLY what they did to get the correct
answer or to understand how they got an incorrect answer so you can clarify. It isn’t
about reinforcement; it is about making sure the student knows what to do to get it right
the next time.

This is an oversimplification of the five-step process, but it is a place to start. For more
information, check out the following books:

Cunningham, P., Hall, D., & Cunningham, J. (2000). Guided Reading the Four-Blocks
Way: (With Building Blocks and Big Blocks Variations). Carson-Dellosa. [088724579X]

Harvey, S., & Goudvis, A. (2000). Strategies That Work: Teaching Comprehension to
Enhance Understanding. Stenhouse. [ISBN: 1571103104]
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GUIDED READING ACTIVITIES TO SUPPORT TEXT COMPREHENSION
Most activities provided on the CD are guided reading activities designed to

support reading and listening comprehension skills for students who are beginning or
struggling conventional readers.  These activities follow the 5-step comprehension lesson
framework based on the work of Tierney & Cunningham (1984), as adapted by Erickson
(2004).  The five steps are:
Before Reading:
Step 1:  Build or Activate Background Knowledge
Step 2:  Set a Purpose for Reading

During Reading:
Step 3:  Read or Listen to the Text

After Reading:
Step 4:  Complete a Task
Step 5:  Provide Informative Feedback

During guided reading lessons, the majority of the time must be spent during
reading (Step 3).  Several authors have described activities that can lead to enhanced
reading or listening comprehension including:  Cunningham & Allington (2003);
Cunningham, Hall, & Sigmon (1999); Erickson & Musselwhite, 2004 (pp. 43 – 47).
Sample student goals for guided reading are described below.

Sample Guided Reading Goals
Develop new knowledge of the world through background knowledge instruction designed
to teach vocabulary and other language concepts.
Develop skills in making and testing predictions about text by integrating background
knowledge with information provided by the text.
Develop skills in describing characters, setting, and other elements of a story.
Develop skills in identifying similarities between personal characteristics and experiences
and those described in the text.
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