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This presentation will cover:

• Why we need to change more than just our approach 
to decoding instruction if all students are to become 
fully literate.

• Why the current skills-focused approach to reading 
comprehension is not backed by scientific evidence.

•How a knowledge-building approach that connects 
listening, speaking, reading, and writing can enable all 
students to reach their full potential.



We’ve been hearing a lot lately about reading …

NY Times, 2.15.20

NY Times, 12.25.22

Washington Post, 3.11.22

APM, Emily Hanford

AP, 4.20.23
Wall Street Journal, 5.9.23

Fox News, 5.14.23



“Science of Reading” infographics do mention 
comprehension …



The “Reading 
Rope”

Scarborough, H. S. (2001). Connecting early language and literacy to later reading (dis)abilities: 
Evidence, theory, and practice. In S. Neuman & D. Dickinson (Eds.), Handbook for research in 
early literacy (pp. 97–110). New York, NY: Guilford Press.



Reading reform 
has focused on 
phonics.

The bump in test 
scores fades out 
after 5th grade.

Why?
Source: Westall and Cummings, The Effects of Early Literacy Policies on Student Achievement, Policy 
Brief, June 2023.

“The key finding is that adopting any early literacy policy 
improves elementary students’ reading achievement on high-
stakes assessments, but those effects fade out by middle 
school.”
Amber Northern, PhD, Flypaper, 11.20.23

scores



Also: kids aren’t reading for fun as much 
as they used to.

• In 2023, only 14% of 13-year-olds in the 
U.S. read for fun “almost every day,” 
down from 27% in 2012—and from 
35% in 1984.

• 31% “never or hardly ever” read for 
fun, up from 22% in 2012—and from 
8% in 1984.

       (Long-Term Trend NAEP, 2023)



College students aren’t able or willing to 
do their assigned reading (or writing).

The Chronicle of Higher Education, 5.9.24

The Atlantic, October 1. 2024



Does all of this have something 
to do with our approach to 
reading comprehension?



Literal vs. Non-Literal Language, 3rd Grade Lesson

Source: https://www.educationworld.com/sites/default/files/Literal-and-Nonliteral-Language-Amelia%20Bedelia-handout.pdf

Students read a one-paragraph excerpt.

Is this the best way to introduce kids to the joy of reading?



The problem isn’t 
just too much 
“test prep.”



State ELA standards also list skills—not content.



Leveled 
Reading



Find the Main 
Idea

Much depended on the two overnight 
batsmen. But this duo perished either side 
of lunch—the latter a little unfortunate to 
be adjudged leg-before—and with Andrew 
Symonds, too, being shown the dreaded 
finger off an inside edge, the inevitable 
beckoned, bar the pyrotechnics of Michael 
Clarke and the ninth wicket.



The main factor in 
comprehension—skills, or 
knowledge of the topic?

 

This study and many others 
show:

• Comprehension “skills” 
don’t just get better with 
practice.

• There’s no such thing as a 
fixed “reading level.”

The Baseball Study (Recht and 
Leslie, 1988)



We draw on background knowledge to 
understand everything we read.

There’s a strong correlation between:

1. General academic knowledge (e.g., “In what part 
of the body does pneumonia occur?”)

AND

2. General reading comprehension

Which suggests that …

To boost reading comprehension, kids need to 
acquire as much academic knowledge and 
vocabulary as possible.

But that’s not all …



Syntax and Reading Comprehension

“Rachel Carson, a scientist, writer, and ecologist, grew up in the 
rural river town of Springdale, Pennsylvania.” 

Researcher: “What do you know about Rachel Carson now?”

Student: “They grew up together in the same place.”

Source: Scott and Balthazar, Perspect Lang Lit. 2013 Summer; 39(3): 18–30.



Knowledge of the topic may not ensure 
comprehension.

Much depended on the two overnight batsmen. But this 
duo perished either side of lunch—the latter a little 
unfortunate to be adjudged leg-before—and with 
Andrew Symonds, too, being shown the dreaded finger 
off an inside edge, the inevitable beckoned, bar the 
pyrotechnics of Michael Clarke and the ninth wicket.



GENERAL knowledge of 
vocabulary and syntax is 
the goal.

But: the only way to 
acquire that knowledge 
is through knowledge of 
TOPICS.



Why knowledge helps with comprehension:

Information

Working Memory

4-5 items

~ 20 seconds

Potentially
infinite

Long-Term Memory

Transfer

Retrieval

The burden on working memory = “cognitive load”

Working Memory



How knowledge affects scores on reading tests



Passage from Third Grade PARCC Test

In one of the most remote places in the world, 
the Canadian Arctic, a people have survived 
over a thousand years. They are the Inuit. For 
the Inuit, the Arctic is a place teeming with 
life. Depending on how far north they live, the 
Inuit find everything from caribou herds and 
polar bears to beluga whales.



blacked out

In one of the most remote places in the world, 
the Canadian Arctic, a people have survived over 
a thousand years. They are the Inuit. For the 
Inuit, the Arctic is a place teeming with life. 
Depending on how far north they live, the Inuit 
find everything from caribou herds and polar 
bears to beluga whales. 



The Elementary Curriculum

How much time do U.S. 
elementary students spend 
each day on …

• ELA?     

• Math? 

• Science? 

• Social Studies?

• Arts?

Source: Adam Tyner and Sarah Kabourek. Social Studies Instruction and Reading Comprehension: Evidence from the Early Childhood Longitudinal 

Study. Washington D.C.: Thomas B. Fordham Institute (September 2020). (Based on data for students who started K in 2010-11.)



Going Deeper into the Data
• Extra half-hour a day of social studies: higher reading 
test scores in 5th grade

• Extra half-hour a day of ELA/reading: no increase in 
reading test scores

•Students from the lowest SES: biggest boost from more 
social studies

• Students from highest SES: no significant boost from 
more social studies



This approach to teaching reading has a 
negative impact on ALL children, but its 
impact falls hardest on:

•Kids who struggle with decoding

•Kids with less academic knowledge and 
vocabulary

•Kids who fall into both categories

And the situation gets worse as the years go by.



Knowledge also 
helps you retain 
new 
information.



A problem: It  can look  
l ike the “skil ls and 
strategies” approach is 
working at lower grade 
levels …

But the approach can 
backfire when students 
reach upper grades.

A knowledge gap between “good” and 
“poor” readers grows over time:



A related 
knowledge gap:

The difference 
between what we 
assume high school 
students know and 
what many do 
know

Part of released item from the SAT:

Jan Gimsa, Robert Sleigh, and Ulrike Gimsa have
hypothesized that the sail-like structure running down
the back of the dinosaur Spinosaurus aegyptiacus
improved the animal’s success in underwater pursuits of
prey species capable of making quick, evasive
movements. To evaluate their hypothesis, a second team
of researchers constructed two battery-powered
mechanical models of S. aegyptiacus, one with a sail and
one without, and subjected the models to a series of
identical tests in a water-filled tank.



With remote 
and hybrid 
learning …

the situation 
has become 
more urgent 
than ever.



Where can we 
go from here?



What teachers 
can do:

1. Organize read-alouds by 
topic, not skill.

2. Ask questions that put 
content in the 
foreground.

3. Organize classroom 
libraries by topic.

4. Spend lots of time on 
meaty social studies & 
science topics.

5. Have students write 
about what they’re 
learning.



What can administrators and policymakers do? 

Ideally, adopt a content-focused elementary literacy curriculum 

that goes deeply into topics in …



Listening

Boost student learning by connecting all aspects 
of literacy.

Speaking WritingReading



Listening comprehension exceeds reading 
comprehension through age 13, on average.

Fisher & Frey, 2014, citing Sticht & James, 1984



Foundational skills:
systematic 
instruction and 
practice. 

Knowledge, 
vocabulary, complex 
syntax:
read-alouds and 
discussion.

Eventually students will draw on the knowledge they’ve acquired 
through listening/discussion to read and write at a higher level.

Literacy develops along two separate paths that ultimately converge. 



The Power of “Just Reading” 
a Good Novel

o 365 students in the equivalent of 7th 
grade

o Two challenging novels in 12 weeks, 
mostly read aloud by teachers

o On average, students made ~9 
months of progress in reading 
comprehension

o Poor readers made 16 months of 
progress

Westbrook, Sutherland, Oakhill & Sullivan, 2019



Resources for Read-Alouds and Dialogue



The Atlantic, 8.10.20

• 3rd Grade: The Vikings, Ancient Rome
• “And the librarian had to order more books. She 

actually came to me and said what are the topics 

you're teaching in CKLA, because I want to order 

more books, because the kids are asking for these 

books on these topics.”

A knowledge-building approach can get kids 
excited about reading. 



A tale of two classrooms



Teacher: What was something 
unique about civilizations in 
Ancient Greece? 

Second-grader: Something 
unique was that they weren’t 
near a river and they didn’t have 
any fertile soil, so it was difficult 
for them to farm.

A knowledge-building curriculum enables 
students to use strategies



For information on knowledge-building curricula, check out 
the Knowledge Matters Campaign.

https://knowledgematterscampaign.org/



How can you tell if a curriculum builds knowledge 
effectively?

Red flags to watch out for:

•Overstuffed/not curated

•Thin content or “themes” rather than topics

•New information without enough background 
knowledge

•Skills and strategies in the foreground

•Too much reliance on leveled texts

•Writing not linked to curriculum content

•Excerpts rather than whole texts



We still need to teach science and social studies.

Every literacy teacher should also be a content teacher.
 Every content teacher should also be a literacy teacher.



Possible misinterpretation? 

Reading comprehension requires more than understanding SPOKEN language.

Why?

Written language is more complex than spoken language.

Let’s revisit those reading infographics …



Possible misinterpretations?

• Gives the impression that comprehension should be taught as a skill, like 
phonics

• Omits the roles of background knowledge and familiarity with complex 
syntax



Possible misinterpretations?

• Kids may not have relevant 
background knowledge to 
“activate.”

•  Quick injections of 
background knowledge 
won’t stick.

•  “Background Knowledge” 
and “Vocabulary” aren’t 
really separate.

• The best way to teach syntax 
is through writing 
instruction.



Strategy instruction helps—but not the 
way we’re doing it.

Studies show:

• Teaching multiple strategies together works better 
than “skill of the week.”

• Background knowledge should be “included.”

• Students get all the benefits of strategy instruction 
after just a few hours.

• No difference between four hours and several 
hundred. (Willingham, Beyond Comprehension, ASCD Educational Leadership 

vol. 81, no. 4)



Teachers don’t have to choose between building 
knowledge and teaching comprehension strategies.

• Put content in the foreground and 
bring in whatever skills/strategies are 
appropriate.

• Any effective knowledge-building 
curriculum will incorporate strategy 
instruction—even if it’s not labeled as 
such.

• Use writing instruction to teach 
strategies like “finding the main idea” 
and summarizing.



What about higher grade levels?

• There’s content, but students 
aren’t equipped to access it.

• All is not lost!
• Teacher-led read-alouds can help.
• Also: morphology, etymology.
• Writing instruction can make a 

huge difference.



Ways to help struggling readers at higher 
grade levels with foundational skills

https://www.shankerinstitute.org/blog/no-
statute-limitations-learning-read-well 

https://www.shankerinstitute.org/blog/no-statute-limitations-learning-read-well
https://www.shankerinstitute.org/blog/no-statute-limitations-learning-read-well


If students are 
struggling to 
decode 
multisyllabic 
words …

Readable English



Writing can be a powerful lever for building knowledge:

Information

Working Memory

4-5 items

Working Memory Long-Term Memory

~ 20 seconds

Potentially
infinite

Transfer

Retrieval

Writing helps with both “transfer” and “retrieval.”



But it’s also the hardest thing we ask students to do.

Inexperienced writers may be 
juggling:

• Letter formation

• Spelling

• Word choice

• Organization

• Content

• The peculiar syntax & vocabulary 
of written language

• All of this creates “cognitive 
load”—and stress

“Cognitive load” = the burden 
placed on working memory

4-5 items

Working Memory

~ 20 seconds



To unlock the power of writing, we 
need to:
1. Modulate cognitive load
2. Teach grammar/conventions in 

the context of students’ own 
writing

3. Embed writing activities in the 
content of the curriculum

Writing instruction has enormous 
potential power.

BUT we have:
1. Underestimated how hard it is
2. Tried to teach it in isolation 

from content

potential power



But if the curriculum 
is focused on 

comprehension skills, 
it won’t work.

Effective writing instruction can turbocharge any 
content-rich curriculum.



If we just focus on fixing the “phonics” 
problem…

And the pendulum may 
swing away from phonics 
once again.

Many students will not 
become fully literate …



There may be 
obstacles to 
successful 
implementation 
of a knowledge-
building 
approach.



One 
potential 
obstacle: 
testing



Other possible obstacles



To overcome these obstacles, teachers may need:

The Why The What The How



“I think for so long we thought that (our students) couldn’t 
understand these things, so we didn’t teach these things to 
them,” [a third-grade teacher] said.

But three years into the new reading approach, [she] and her 
colleagues say they have proof to the contrary.

"They like being challenged," said a second-grade teacher. 
"It's their favorite part of the day."

Things are beginning to change …



The Power of 
a Knowledge-
Building 
Approach



Coming in 
January …



Thank you!

WWW.NATALIEWEXLER.COM

TWIT TER:  @NATWEXLER

FREE NEWSLETTER:  MINDING THE GAP,  
HT TPS://NATALIEWEXLER.SUBSTACK.COM/

KNOWLEDGE MAT TERS PODCAST:  
HT TPS://KNOWLEDGEMATTERSCAMPAIGN.
ORG/PODCAST/  

http://www.nataliewexler.com/
https://nataliewexler.substack.com/
https://knowledgematterscampaign.org/podcast/
https://knowledgematterscampaign.org/podcast/
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