
22 COMPREHENSION

The Skill of Reading Comprehension

The forces that must be mobilized to understand a text are many. In 
this first phase of reading comprehension instruction, teachers focus 
on the component parts of reading: oral language, phonemic aware-
ness, phonics, vocabulary, and fluency. These components are for-
mulated according to the age and needs of students, with some skills 
instruction fading as students master them. However, neglecting any 
one of these processes will very likely result in compromised compre-
hension. Over time, students increasingly automate these processes, 
freeing working memory for comprehension. If a student is laboring 
over individual words, whether because she can’t decode them or 
because he doesn’t know what they mean, meaning making is harder 
and sometimes impossible. When students read laboriously, they 
rarely pay attention to the meaning and often forget what they read 
at the start of the sentence or paragraph. Comprehension suffers. 

We call these skills because we want students to evolve from strategic 
readers to skilled ones. As Afflerbach et al. (2008) note, “Reading skills 
operate without the reader’s deliberate control or conscious aware-
ness. . . . This has important, positive consequences for each reader’s 
limited working memory” (p. 368). Strategies, on the other hand, are 
“effortful and deliberate” and occur during initial learning, and when 
the text becomes more difficult for the reader to understand (p. 369). 

At the skill level, specific comprehension strategies are introduced, 
such as monitoring, predicting, summarizing, questioning, and 
inferring. Noticing when meaning is lost is a useful skill, espe-
cially when the reader has fix-up strategies. Similarly, summarizing 
information in a text, asking questions during reading, and mak-
ing inferences likely improve a reader’s comprehension of a text. 

Figure i.1 A framework for reading comprehension instruction. 

Level of 
Focus

Aspects of Reading Instruction

Skill Phonemic awareness, oral language, phonics, vocabulary, 
fluency, and comprehension strategies

Will Engagement and motivation

Thrill Taking action and producing


