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This experimental study examined the effect of an instructional intervention that
combined the use of information texts and instruction in reading strategies to improve
the reading comprehension of struggling grade 5 students. Elementary (primary)
school children are infrequently instructed in strategies for reading informational text,
with its genre specific text structure although this is an essential component of
information literacy. Two grade 5 classes were pre- and post- tested for reading
comprehension. One class received instruction in collaborative strategy instruction
for reading informational text. The post-test revealed that students in the
experimental class achieved significantly better comprehension scores than the
control class. This study examined the effect of an instructional intervention that
combined the use of information texts and instruction in reading strategies to improve
the comprehension of struggling fifth grade readers.

Comprehension

Reading comprehension has been described as the “essence of reading™ (Durkin,
1993). It i1s the end purpose of all reading instruction (Pressley, 2000). Readers derive
meaning from text when they engage in intentional, problem-solving thinking during rcading.
Successtul comprehension of texts is the result of the efficient use and integration of lower
order, word-level processes such as, decoding and higher order processes such as schematic
knowledge and self-regulation strategics (Pressley, 2000). As such, there can be multiple
sources of children’s comprchension difficultics.

Comprchension results from the interaction between the reader’s prior knowledge and
the information contained in a specific text (Harris & Hodges, 1995; Moravesik &
Kintsch,1993). In comprchending a text readers construct a mental representation that
integrates the content with an interpretation of the significance of the relationships amongst
them (van den Brock & Kremer, 2000). The level of knowledge about a topic already held by
the reader influences the case with which they can comprehend a new text; more knowledge
allowing the reader to make multiple connections between the text and the world (Ericsson &
Charness, 1994).

Vocabulary knowledge also influences reading comprehension (Beck, McKeown &
Kucan, 2002; Graves & Watts-Tafte, 2002; Medo & Ryder, 1993). Vocabulary knowledge at
school entry predicts reading comprehension in grade eleven (Cunningham & Stanovitch,
1997). As children progress through school the vocabulary load in texts increases, with more
abstract and technical vocabulary appearing in place of the language of everyday interaction
that dominated primary level texts. In the same manner as background knowledge,
vocabulary acquisition is mainly built through the quantity and variety of materials read by
the child (Nagy & Scott, 2000). Direct instruction in vocabulary can enhance vocabulary
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acquisition but this instruction must be extensive involving multiple exposures so that
students can develop the connections between words and their definitions (Beck &
McKeown, 1991).

Information text

There is the growing recognition of a need to increase the use of informational text in
the classroom. Trabasso (1994) states that ninety percent of the texts rcad by children in
clementary school are narratives, as is the casc in primary classrooms (Duke, 2000; Duke,
Bennett-Armistead & Roberts, 2003). The assumption that intermediate grade students are
reading informational texts in content area classes is inaccurate. Armbruster, Anderson,
Armstrong, Wise, Janisch & Meyer (1991) found that little actual reading of content area
textbooks or trade books occurred in science or social studies classes, most instruction was
lecture or discussion with minimal reading of any type of text on the part of children. This
general lack of exposure to informational texts in school hinders the students’ acquisition of
background knowledge and vocabulary which then limits their ability to comprehend other
texts. In essence, a negative feedback cycle occurs.

More troubling is elementary teachers’ view of informational text. Shymansky, Yore
and Good (1991) found, in a national survey of teachers’ views of science reading, that the
majority belicved that science text did not need a different structure from that of other
textbooks and thought that science textbooks would be improved if they were written as
narratives. Thus many children experience little opportunity to rcad informational text in
school and lack instruction in how to read it.

This lack of informational text use in the classroom is compounded by the topics
chosen for study in elementary schools; most arc already familiar to children, such as family,
pets, friends ctc. (Hirsch, 2003; Walsh, 2003) thus doing little to incrcase children’s
knowledge base and vocabulary. Informational text about substantial topics is essential for
building conceptual knowledge and acquiring an academic vocabulary of abstract and
technical words.

The variety of text structures that are found in informational text presents a challenge
for comprehension. In reading a narrative text a reader can rely upon her understanding of
human interaction to track motives and events (Bruner, 1986). Bruncr argucs that the
understanding of story is deeply embedded in human cognition. Information text presents
greater challenges as it frequently deals with unfamiliar and often abstract concepts such as
justice or gravity, what Bruner labelled 'the paradigmatic'.

Information text is gencrally read for a different purpose than narrative. Narrative text
is usually read for pleasurc and is responded to acsthetically (Rosenblatt, 1978). Whereas,
informational text is read in order to acquire conceptual knowledge or for a practical
application, most frequently evoking an efferent response in the reader. This usual transaction
with a type of text does not preclude the reader from taking an aesthetic stance toward
informational text or the efferent one toward narrative.

Narrative text is casier to read than informational text as the reader can rely upon
story grammar to build a model of the text (Gracesser, Golding & Long, 1991). Informational

text requires the reader to integrate details to formulate the main idea. Text structure, the
manner in which the ideas are organised within a text provides a map for the reader to build a
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model of the text. Learning the key signal words whereby an author indicates the text
structurc and instruction in the selection of graphic organisers that map onto different text
structures helps children abstract the essential information from a text. Knowledge of text
structure and the tools to identify them simplifies the cognitive load for the reader. It enables
the reader to pay attention to details and to see the relationship among idcas that serve as a
scaffold for remembering (Slater & Graves, 1989).

Learning strategies for reading informational text with its genre specific structure is
an essential component of information literacy and could serve as a vchicle for the
introduction of information literacy to both teachers and students. In a national survey school
librarians reported that only thirty percent of teachers and eighteen percent of students knew
what the skills of information literacy were (Whelan, 2003). Smith (2001) in an analysis of
school libraries identified two features at the middle school level that lead to higher
achicvement on a reading tests; the teacher-librarians’ selection of material for instructional
units, and the teaching of information literacy skills to students. While the teaching of
traditional information literacy skills, such as the use of an index is essential; many of the
difficulties that children encounter in carrying out typical information literacy tasks can be
attributed to poor comprehension skills. The stumbling blocks in tasks such as locating and
processing information in order to write a report arc frequently not due to difficulty with
information literacy skills narrowly defined but because of weak reading comprehension.
They can locate information and perhaps select it but have difficulty with processing it.
Students can use the search engine and have downloaded the information but they neither
understand what it means nor can they apply the knowledge to create new documents thus the
ubiquitous cut and paste “research” reports.

Instruction

Comprehension instruction with either narrative or informational text is infrequent in
clementary classrooms (Armbruster, Armstrong, Wise, Janisch & Meyer, 1991; Neilson,
Rennie & Connell, 1982; Pressley, 2002). The focus of instruction has been on the aesthetic
and motivational aspects of reading, creating a rich literary environment, encouraging a
responsc to literature and engaging students in authentic writing (Atwell, 1998; Langer,
1994). Explicit instruction in reading is less likely to occur after grade three, a common
assumption being that lcarning to read has been accomplished by then. Teachers shift the
focus of their language arts programme from teaching reading to having children use reading
to respond to literature and learn in the content areas. Howcver, learning to decode and
developing fluency, the focus of primary reading instruction is not all that needs to be learned
about reading. Language arts instruction after grade three should emphasise vocabulary and
comprechension strategies.

Arising from research that describes the key processes used by expert adult readers
(Pressley & Afterbach, 1995) the 1980s saw a number of instructional studies for improving
comprehension. Expert readers understand the role of text structure in comprchension, they
can locate the main idea in a text, summarize the text, they actively self-question while
reading and self-monitor their comprehension (Duke & Pearson, 2002; Pressley, 2000). Much
of this rescarch explored the effect of individual strategies on comprehension, for example,
the use of sclf-questioning. Two approaches to comprehension instruction were developed.
Palinscar and Brown (1984) sought to teach in a naturalistic manner several components of
cffective comprehension combining them in an approach known as rcciprocal teaching. The
other major initiative was that of Rochler and Dufty (1984) in an approach known as direct
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explanation, in which the teacher explains the use of strategies and models the rcasoning and
mental processes through a think-aloud process.

Pressley and Wharton-MacDonald (1997) note that duc to the recent emphasis on
beginning reading, research on reading comprehension and strategy instruction has as
received less attention since the cighties. Pressley (2000) calls for a renewed emphasis on
comprehension instruction, arguing for the need to explicitly teach strategics for
comprchension at the clementary school level.

The National Reading Pancl’s report (2000) through its critical review of 481 studies
of reading comprehension concludes that there is sufficient evidence that the use of some
comprehension strategics can have an impact upon student performance to merit their
inclusion in an instructional intervention. Eight different strategics were identified that
improve readers’ comprehension, they are:

e comprehension monitoring, where readers learn how to be aware of their
understanding of the material

e co-operative learning, where readers learn the rcading strategics together in small
groups

¢ the use of graphic, semantic organisers and story maps made by readers

e question answering, where readers answer questions posed by the teacher and
receive immediate feedback

e question generation, where readers ask themselves questions about various
aspects of the text

e story structurc, where readers arc taught to use the structure of the story as a
means of helping to recall story content in order to answer questions about what
they have read

e summarisation, where recaders are taught to intcgrate idcas and generalise from
text information

¢ multiple strategy instruction, where a number of stratcgies arc used concurrently.

The most effective approach was judged to be multiple strategy instruction, which
combined several strategies to enable the reader to derive meaning from a text.

Struggling readers

Many children who were reading adequately in the primary grades encounter
difficulty in the intermediate grades. They lack the skills necessary for dealing with
increasing conceptually complex text (Chall, Jacobs & Baldwin, 1990). The difficulty lies in
the increased conceptual load found in texts, requiring greater prior knowledge and an
academic vocabulary. Low-income children are at particular risk, as their major source of
prior knowledge and academic vocabulary is from exposurc to informational text in school
(Chall, Jacobs & Baldwin, 1990).

World-wide, boys perform more poorly than girls on literacy measures (Shicl &
Cosgrove, 2002; TIMSS/PIRLS, 2001). A contributing causc may be the lack of materials
that boys prefer in school and classroom libraries (Doiron, 2003). In general, boys prefer
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informational texts (Langerman, 1990; Worthy, Mooreman & Turner 1999), which are less
frequently used in instruction. In response the Minister of Education in the United Kingdom
has recommended that schools increase the use of informational text (Barrs, 2000).

Instructional approach

Strategy instruction enhances children’s reading comprehension (Pressley, 2000;
Pressley, 2002; Pressley & Wharton-MacDonald, 1997; Rosenshine & Meister, 1994) and
fosters active engagement in learning (Mier, 1984). Drawing upon the research the
instructional approach used in this study-collaborative strategy instruction- incorporatcs
aspects of reciprocal teaching and direct explanation with an effort to engage in the featurcs
of rcal discussions as described by Alvermann, Dillion & O’ Brien (1987). It is an instancc of
the multiple strategy instruction as described by the National Reading Panel.

It is unique in the emphasis it places upon collaboration amongst students and the
online accessing and usc of strategics. Strategics arc not taught outside of the context of real
reading or in any pre-determined order. They are modelled as the need arises in responsc to a
problem with the text. This is in contrast to how strategics are frequently taught and is the
manner in which expert readers use strategies. Strategies are only explicitly brought to
consciousness and applied deliberatcly when comprehension breaks down: normally an
expert reader’s attentional resources are directed at comprehension.

Students, in small groups, read aloud from informational text, the tecacher models how
to sct goals for reading, to self-monitor for comprehension, question the text, and to
summarise after reading a scction of text. Teachers are urged to try and place the
responsibility for solving rcading problems with the students. It can be a challenge for a
teacher to allow the student to struggle to arrive at a solution. The other members of the
group are encouraged to offer strategics to the reader if help is requested. The tcacher models
or provides a suggestion for solving the reading problem only once the student and group
have tried to solve it for themselves.

Summarisation plays a key role in monitoring comprehension (Pressley, Johnson,
Symons, McGoldrick & Kurita, 1989). Summarisation requires the active processing that is
the foundation comprehension. Typical comprehension questions can be answered by a
scarch and find strategy, where the student looks for the sentence containing the words of the
question and then repeats the sentence. Repeating the author’s words does not require the
processing and transformation of knowledge that is essential for understanding to occur.
Comprehension can only be attributed when a reader can distil and put in his own words the
idcas from a text.

Texts

Informational text was used in this study to increase students’ world knowledge,
academic vocabulary and to appeal to boys. Short one-page texts on a variety of topics related
to social studies and science were prepared. For struggling readers a one-page text is less
daunting and allows a text to be read within one session, thereby sustaining students” interest.
A number of related texts were read, e.g., ancient Egypt, but cach text was complete in itself.
The primary goal was teaching students to be strategic rcaders of informational text,
conceptual growth was a secondary goal and consequently although illustrations may
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cnhance students’ learning from text they were deliberately cxcluded. The focus of the
sessions was on becoming a better reader and the mecasure of that was being able to
understand the text by putting it in one’s own words.

Methodology

Two grade 4/5 classes in the same school participated, an experimental and a control
class. The teacher of the experimental class and the teacher-librarian were provided with
training in the instructional approach-collaborative strategy instruction and the use of
informational texts in rcading instruction through a two-hour instructional workshop.

The teacher-librarian was recruited to be one of the teachers in the instructional
intervention. She participated as the study fitted with one of her goals: to expand the library
programme beyond literature activities. The school could be characterized as having had a
literature-based approach to literacy and this was reflected in the library programme.

For language arts both classes had been using a literature-based approach in which
students independently read novels and wrote in response journals. The school, as a whole,
had a silent reading time for the first 10 minutes of the school day. Strategies for reading
informational text were not part of the instruction in either participating class and the use of
informational text was hmited.

The school was located in the inner city of a large metropolitan city and drew from a
population of First Nations and rcfugee families. It was considered by the administrating
Board to be onc of its neediest elementary schools.

Participants

The experimental class had 27 pupils, 10 boys, and 17 girls (five students were very
recent immigrants and were withdrawn for ESL support during the reading period and were
thercfore not tested), three children were absent for one of the testing periods. Of the total of
19 participants, four were grade four students, 15 were grade five students.

The control class had 26 students, 14 boys and 12 girls (four students were withdrawn
from the classroom for ESL support and were not tested), five students were away during onc
of the testing periods. All of 17 participants were grade five students.

Among the students tested in both classes were a number of children who had
received only one to two years of schooling in English.
Procedure

Students were tested with the comprehension sub-test of the Stanford Diagnostic
Reading Test, Green Level, in February and in June. This level is intended for the end of
grade 3 and the first half of grade 4. It was sclected the basis of advice from the classroom
tcacher as many of the students had difficulty with most academic tasks and it was judged
that using a grade level test would be too discouraging for the children.
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Once a week the experimental class was split in half and the teacher and the teacher-
librarian cach separately, taught a group of approximately 8-10 students for 40 minutes using
the instructional approach. Students participated in ten of these sessions from February to
May. The students in the control class continued to reccive the regular instructional
programme from the classroom teacher.

Results

The comprechension scores of the experimental class were compared to the control
class using a t test. As shown in Table 1 below, there was no significant difference was
cvident between the two classes the pre-test. There was a significant difference between the
two classes on the post-test. The comprehension scores for experimental class had improved
more than thosc achieved by the control class.

Table 1: Group Differences on Comprehension Measure

Experimental (A) Control (B)
M SD M SD {
Pre-test 32.89 6.1 32.35 7.9 0.23
Post-test 37.73 3.6 34.17 5.7 2.19
*p< .05
Discussion

As this was a very short study with limitations, caution is nceded in gencralising.
However, the reading comprehension scores of struggling grade 4 and 5 students who
participated in the instruction- collaborative strategy instruction- improved. It is encouraging
that a limited intervention of ten scssions had an impact on the students’ rcading
performance.

Engaging in discussion with the students around informational text revealed to the
teacher of the intervention class that the children often did not understand the text or much of
the vocabulary, although they could read it aloud correctly and respond adequately to
recitation type comprehension questions. She was surprised that in many instances, when
students had to summarize the meaning of a text in their own words, they were unable to do
S0.

Although not evaluated, one of the underlying goals of the study was to influence the
practice of classroom teachers, increasing the amount of informational text used and
cncouraging a more instructional approach to recading at the intermediate level.

It is interesting to note that for several years the school had instituted a school wide
programme of Feuerstein’s “Instrumental Enrichment™ (FIE) to address the students’
difficulty with lcarning. As noted by Savell (1986) this programme is successful when it is
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taught in conjunction with subject matter. Howcever the school taught it as a separate
programme. Perhaps one of the benefits of the instructional intervention for students
participating in this study was that cognitive strategics such as self-monitoring, self-
questioning, intentional goal setting, which arc features of FIE, were embedded within
accomplishing the purposctul task of understanding an informational text.

The informal comments made by the teacher of the experimental group suggested
that, as a responsc to the new knowledge about her students and their reading, she was more
aware of the need to instruct and felt she now had a way of doing so. In order to teach
comprehension strategics tcachers need both knowledge of the content presented in the text,
knowledge of the use of strategies themselves and how to model strategy use to students.
Through participating in the intervention the tcacher had developed some of this knowledge
for rcading instruction. The teacher-librarian reported that she had greater insight into reading
comprehension instruction and the neceds of intermediate age children. She felt that
participating in an instructional role was a step toward rcorienting the focus of the library
programme.

Teacher-librarians serve as literacy leaders in their schools, through their knowledge
of resources, curriculum, technology and information literacy skills. The library programme
can mnfluence student academic achievement (Lance, 2002; Todd, Kuhlthau & OLEMA,
2003). Elementary school tcachers are primarily concerned with children’s mastery of
rcading and in particular their comprehension. As discussed carlier, many are not aware of
information litcracy or of the role of information texts in teaching. Most feel they lack
sufficient time to adequately teach reading comprehension duc to the many levels of reading
ability found within a class.

[ suggest that it would be worthwhile for tecacher-librarians to consider collaborating
with classroom teachers to incorporate some instruction in rcading comprehension as a way
to strengthen their information literacy instruction. Doing so would directly help children and
would be welcomed by teachers, as it would enable them to provide small group instruction
in reading comprehension for a period of time. It could also serve to build that sought after
collaborative relationship with teachers, as it directly connects with their concerns. Such a
component need not involve extensive lessons but can be adapted to fit the time constraints of
the particular library programme, perhaps addressing a single strategy. If there were time for
only ong strategy then summarisation or question generation would be most productive.

Comprchension strategices for active reading could be consider a missing clement in
information literacy instruction, incorporating these would enable students to better utilise the
other components of information literacy that they have learned.
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