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OBJECTIVES OF THE PROJECT

➠ To carry out collaborative school-wide research and
instructional improvement innovation that had reading
comprehension as its focus in the Institute of Child
Study Laboratory School at OISE/UT

➠ To define and assess reading comprehension at each
grade and implement teaching interventions developed
by teachers and their initial teacher education interns
to improve reading comprehension in JK–Grade 6
students

Literacy

IMPROVING READING
COMPREHENSION

The overall aim of this school-university partnership project was to
improve reading comprehension instruction. Over the past 20

years, the many advances in reading comprehension have had
relatively little impact on practice (Dowhower, 1999). This may have
come about due to the persistence of a traditional lesson format
that features a question-answer dialogue (Pearson & Gallagher,
1983). Durkin (1993) found that these lessons typically did not
include reading comprehension skills or strategies; teachers were
“more interrogators than instructors.” When teachers model explicit
strategies, these behaviours become mastered and automatic in
children’s reading (Brown & Palincsar, 1989; Dowhower, 1999;
Thurlow & van den Broek, 1997). This study builds on the
recommendations in the literature by paying explicit attention to
“teaching” reading comprehension through the classroom
interventions that were designed to target the developmental
needs of the children.

Stages of the Project 
STAGE 1: Teachers at OISE/UT’s lab school, the Institute of Child
Study, defined reading comprehension and strategies to improve it;
teachers also asked about the validity of the Canadian Test of Basic
Skills (CTBS) as a measure of reading.  

STAGE 2: All JK–Grade 6 children in the lab school were “pre-tested”
on a battery of standardized and experimental literacy measures.  

STAGE 3: Pre-test results were fed back to the school by the faculty
researcher; teachers and their interning teacher candidates designed
and implemented teaching interventions to improve reading
comprehension. Interventions were tracked and recorded in a variety
of media formats including Knowledge Forum databases, video
recordings, and journals.  

STAGE 4: All children in the school were “post-tested” the following
year to track gain scores. Several research questions were

specifically addressed, including the validity of the CTBS and
specific interventions.

Data Collection and Analysis
Through small-group discussions and whole-staff meetings, four
main areas of research interest surfaced: story retelling, phonological
skill training, reading for meaning, and understanding figurative
language.

1.  STORY RETELLING: JK, SK, Grade 2, Grade 3
It was found that giving JK/SK children opportunities to
articulate their understanding of stories enhanced their ability to
understand and use narrative structure and retain important plot
details. Grade 2 students showed an increase in their ability to
identify and articulate elements such as changes, setting, and
movement through time and to use these elements to give
structure and coherence to their class writing. Grade 3
struggling readers learned how to use graphic organizers to
develop an understanding of three components of narrative
structure—characters, setting, and plot to improve
comprehension.
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THE PROJECT IN BRIEF

The definition of reading comprehension served as a basis for
this school-wide research: what reading comprehension looks
like and how it is assessed across the grades. All children from
JK–Grade 6 (n=180) from OISE/UT’s laboratory school, the
Institute of Child Study, were administered standardized and
experimental literacy tasks at the beginning and end of the
study. Teachers and teacher candidates designed and
implemented specific teaching interventions to improve 
reading comprehension. Results showed that gains in 
children’s reading comprehension were related to specific
classroom teaching interventions.



2.  PHONOLOGICAL SKILL TRAINING: Grade 1
The lower level readers in Grade 1 received 15 minutes of
phonological training every day. The training targeted such
decoding pre-requisites as phonemic awareness, letter-sound
connections, segmenting, and blending skills. Children receiving
this training quickly became able to read decodable books.

3.  READING FOR MEANING: Grade 4 
Based on strategies for reading non-fiction text to find
information, this model of “reading for meaning” was used to
improve deep comprehension of fiction.  

4.  FIGURATIVE LANGUAGE—IDIOM STUDY: Grade 5/6 
Students examined how idioms might enhance reading
comprehension.  

Impact 
Two Examples of Quantitative Results (Fables Task)

Summary of Quantitative Results
Preliminary findings suggest that almost all students improved in
their knowledge of vocabulary (as measured by vocabulary tests),
and their Passage Comprehension (as measured by reading tests).
Additionally, all students improved in their understanding of the
Fables Task, an experimental measure of higher order reading
comprehension that assesses children’s increasing understanding of
complex multi-layered stories such as fables. The pattern of results
for most grades is consistent with the in-class interventions.  

Data for children in Grade 1, for example, show a marked
improvement in word attack skills for those who received the explicit
phonological training. These children also showed a significant
improvement in the Passage Comprehension task. In Grade 3,
children in the lowest reading group made a significant improvement
on the Fables Task and on the Passage Comprehension task. We are
currently analyzing the data to examine predictors and correlates of
children’s reading comprehension within grades and over time.

Implications for Teacher Education
The Institute of Child Study Masters of Arts teacher candidates
directly benefited from their involvement in the initiative. Their ideas
and lessons received informed feedback from associate teachers,
and both groups had the benefit of literature reviews as well as
direct participation in the research itself. Teachers at the the
OISE/UT Institute have a great deal of experience in applying
research findings to their practices. The MA teacher candidates had
the benefit of expert teacher modelling of research applications.

Next Steps and New Questions 
Results will be disseminated via research conferences and journals.
Classroom teachers will present their own classroom research projects
to interested audiences. The ICS Lab School teachers will continue to
do school-wide “lesson study” research in other curriculum areas. The
experimental Fables Task will be published as a useful measure of
comprehension that taps mental state understanding.  
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EXAMPLE 1: 
Effect of training with
graphic organizers on
children’s reading
comprehension for
lowest group

EXAMPLE 2: 
Effect of idiom training
on children’s ability to 
use idioms to
understand fables
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