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Reading instruction has always been stressed for elementary school students, but today it takes on increased importance for all grades. Reports
like Time to Act and Reading at Risk raise concern about a lack of depth in
the literacy education of adolescent students and lament a general decline
in reading among young adults. The Common Core State Standards (CCSS)
for reading state that “all students must be able to comprehend texts of
steadily increasing complexity as they progress through school,” and studies
of literacy point to the rising expectations for reading in both schooling and
the workplace. 1 Documents like these indicate that teachers need to help all
students become readers, regardless of whether they are in elementary or
secondary school, so they can succeed in the information age.
Two terms are circulating in current discussions of reading instruction:
textual complexity and close reading. Textual complexity is defined in the
CCSS as a three-part entity. It includes quantitative dimensions such as word
length or frequency, sentence length, and cohesion, all of which can be
measured by computer software; qualitative dimensions such as levels of
meaning, clarity of language, and knowledge demands, all of which require human readers; and reader-text variables such as reader motivation,
knowledge, and experience, qualities best assessed by teachers who know
students and texts. 2 Both the qualitative dimensions and the reader-text
variables depend upon the professional judgment of teachers, especially the
reader-text variables, because only teachers know students well enough to
help them find the best text for the purpose at hand, something “leveling”
systems cannot do. Research on student readers and the texts they read
confirms the need for teachers to play a key role in matching individual students with specific books at appropriate levels of textual complexity:
What we know about our students as readers:
 Students come to reading tasks with varied prior reading experiences,
or prior knowledge, which can support their reading of complex texts.
 Students who are engaged and motivated readers read more often
and read more diverse texts than students who are unmotivated by
the reading task.
 Students who develop expertise with a particular kind of reading—
science fiction or online games, for example—outside of school may
not think this kind of reading will be valued by their teachers. 3
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What we know about the texts students read:
 In and out of school, the texts students read vary significantly, from
linear text-only books to multimodal textbooks to online hypertexts,
each of which places different demands on readers and requires different strategies and approaches to reading.
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 Students read texts from a variety of disciplines, so
content area literacy is important.
 The level of difficulty or complexity in a text is not the
only factor students consider in choosing texts; interest and motivation also matter.
 Readability or lexile levels can vary significantly
within a single text, so it is important to consider
other dimensions of textual complexity. 4
Close reading has been proposed as the way to help
students become effective readers of complex texts, and it
can be useful, especially when used alongside other approaches. The difficulty is that close reading can be defined
in multiple terms. It can mean searching for hidden meanings, positioning the text as the only reality to be considered, and focusing on formal features. Close reading is also
a highly contested term among college English instructors.
Critics condemn it for conceptualizing the text as a closed
world, for limiting student access, and for emphasizing
form over content. 5
Furthermore, research shows that reading comprehension depends on a more complex approach. Specifically,
reading comprehension results from the integration of two
models, text-based and situation-based. The text-based
model focuses on the way words are organized into sentences, paragraphs, and whole texts. The situation model
refers to the meaning that results from integration of the
text-based approach with the reader’s prior knowledge
and goals. Close reading is aligned with the text-based approach, and it encourages students to see meaning as one
right answer to be extracted from the text. Close reading is
often conflated with providing textual evidence for making
a claim about a text, but any approach to reading can insist
on warrants for interpretations of texts. By itself, then,
close reading cannot ensure that students will develop
deep understandings of what they read. 6

Implications for
Instructional Policy
Research-based understandings about students, texts, and
reading underlie instructional approaches that support
students’ learning to read complex texts across grade levels
and disciplines. Policymakers need to affirm the value of
multiple approaches and support teachers’ efforts to adopt
instructional practices that call upon a variety of effective
strategies, including the following.
 Recognize the role that motivation plays in students’
reading by modeling for students how to engage
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with complex texts that do and do not interest them.
 Engage students in performative reading responses
such as gesture, mime, vocal intonation, characterization, and dramatization to enable active construction
of meaning and construct a collaborative environment that builds on the strengths of individual
students.
 Have students read multiple texts focused on the
same topic to improve comprehension through textto-text connections.
 Foster students’ engagement with complex texts by
teaching students how different textual purposes,
genres, and modes require different strategies for
reading.
 Encourage students to choose texts, including nonfiction, for themselves, in addition to assigned ones,
to help them see themselves as capable readers who
can independently use reading capabilities they
learn in class.
 Demonstrate, especially at the secondary level, how
digital and visual texts including multimodal and
multigenre texts require different approaches to
reading.
 Connect students’ reading of complex texts with their
writing about reading and with writing that uses
complex texts as models so they will recognize and
be able to negotiate many different types of complex
texts.
 Develop students’ ability to engage in meaningful
discussion of the complex texts they read in wholeclass, small group, and partner conversations so they
can learn to negotiate and comprehend complex
texts independently. 7
When teachers can choose from a range of researchbased and theoretically grounded instructional approaches, their students learn how to choose from, apply,
and reflect on diverse strategies as they take up the varied
purposes, subjects, and genres that present complex
challenges for readers. Publishers, as well as policymakers
and administrators, play an important role in assuring that
teachers have appropriate texts and materials to support
effective instruction.

Implications for Policies on
Formative Assessment
Research shows that formative assessment enables teachers to draw on their knowledge of the students in their
classes in order to adjust instruction over time. Accord-
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ingly, educational policy needs to affirm the importance of
high-quality formative assessment in reading instruction. 8
Formative assessment of reading can take many forms, as
the examples below show:
 Teachers can help students develop awareness of
their diverse experiences and knowledge—all of
which affect the ways they engage with texts. These
include reading experiences in previous grades and
in out-of-school spaces. Once students have identified their experiences and knowledge, teachers can
help students build on them in approaching complex
texts—including when their background experiences
and knowledge enhance and/or interfere with their
ability to read complex texts.
 Asking students to think aloud as they read complex
texts can help teachers identify which instructional
supports and interventions will best support readers
as they face new reading challenges.
 When teachers have identified students who struggle
to remain engaged as they read complex texts, they
can assess students’ interests in order to provide texts
that are more likely to foster student engagement.
 Teachers can assess students’ ability to think about
their reading and about how different kinds of texts
impact their reading. This increased awareness can
improve students’ ability to read complex texts for
various purposes. 9

Implications for Policies on
Professional Learning for
Teachers
Reading research shows that educational policy needs to
include professional development opportunities that enable teachers to match instructional approaches to diverse
student needs. In order to support teachers’ ability to draw
on a complex set of instructional approaches in service of
diverse learner reading outcomes, teachers need frequent
and sustained opportunities to learn with one another
about the range of instructional supports, interventions,
and formative assessments as they emerge from the latest
reading research and practice. Opportunities to deepen
understanding of topics like those listed below will prepare
teachers to help students meet the challenges of textual
complexity:
 Broaden the repertoire of approaches to reading
instruction, drawing on recent and authenticated
research.

 Deepen understanding of which combinations of
reading strategies are most effective for achieving a
particular instructional goal or addressing the needs
of a particular student.
 Learn about how disciplinary distinctions open opportunities and challenges for teaching students to
read for varied purposes.
 Develop insight into which reading strategies are
effective in all disciplines and which are uniquely
suited to specific fields. 10
Preparing students to read complex texts effectively is one
of the most important and most challenging responsibilities
of schools. With research-based support from policymakers
and administration, teachers can enable students at all grade
levels to comprehend, draw evidence from, and compare
across a wide variety of complex texts.

Endnotes
1 Carnegie Council on Advancing Adolescent Literacy. (2010).
Time to act: An agenda for advancing adolescent literacy for college and career success. New York, NY: Carnegie Corporation of
New York.
National Endowment for the Arts. (2004). Reading at risk: A
survey of literary reading in America. Washington, DC: Research
Division, National Endowment for the Arts.
Common Core State Standards for English Language Arts
& Literacy in History/Social Studies, Science, and Technical
Subjects, p. 4. http://www.corestandards.org/assets/CCSSI_
ELA%20Standards.pdf.
2 Common Core State Standards for English Language Arts &
Literacy in History/Social Studies, Science, and Technical Subjects. Appendix A: Research supporting key elements of the
standards. Glossary of key terms. http://www.corestandards.
org/assets/Appendix_A.pdf.
3 McNamara, D.S., Kintsch, E., Songer, N.B., Kintsch, W. (1996).
Are good texts always better? Text coherence, background
knowledge, and levels of understanding in learning from text.
Cognition and Instruction, 14, 1-43.
Venable, G. P. (2003). Confronting complex text: Readability
lessons from students with language learning disabilities. Topics in Language Disorders, 23(3), 225-240.
Brozo, W.G., Shiel, G., and Topping, K. (2007). Engagement in
reading: Lessons learned from three PISA countries. Journal of
Adolescent & Adult Literacy, 51(4), 304-315.
Kajder, S. B. (2010). Adolescents and digital literacies: Learning
alongside our students. Urbana, IL: National Council of Teachers
of English.
4 Hayles, N. K. (2010). How we read: Close, hyper, machine. ADE
Bulletin, 22(150), 62-79.
Continued on page 4

Reading Instruction for all Students  A Policy Research Brief

3

Foorman, B. R., Francis, D. J., Davidson, K. C., Harm, M. W. &
Griffin, J. (2009). Variability in text features in six grade 1 basal
reading programs. Scientific Studies of Reading 8 (2), 167-197.

Pike, M. M., Barnes, M. A., & Barron, R. W. (2010). The role of
illustrations in children’s inferential comprehension. Journal of
Experimental Child Psychology, 105(3).

Pitcher, B. & Fang, Z. (2007). Can we trust leveled texts? An
examination of their reliability and quality from a linguistic
perspective. Literacy, 41, 43-51.

Quirk, M., Schwanenflugel, P. J., & Webb, M. Y. (2009). A shortterm longitudinal study of the relationship between motivation to read and reading fluency skill in second grade. Journal
of Literacy Research, 41(2).

5 Student Achievement Partners. Guidelines for developing
text-dependent questions for close analytical reading. http://
www.achievethecore.org/steal-these-tools/text-dependentquestions.

Tunks, K. W. Exploring journals as a genre for making readingwriting connections. Childhood Education, 87(3), 169.

Bialostosky, D. (2006). Should college English be close reading?
College English, 69(2), 111-116.

8 NCTE. Fostering high-quality formative assessment: A policy
brief produced by the National Council of Teachers of English.
The Council Chronicle, 20(1), 12-15.

Murray, H. (1991). Close reading, closed writing. College English
53(2), 195-208

9 Brown, C. L. (2007). Supporting English language learners in
content-reading. Reading Improvement, 44(1).

Rabinowitz, P. J. (1992). Against close reading. Pedagogy Is
Politics. Ed. Maria-Regina Kecht. Chicago: University of Illinois
Press.
6 Kintsch, W. (1988). The role of knowledge in discourse comprehension: A construction-integration model. Psychological
Review, 95, 163-182
7 Adomat, D. S. (2010). Dramatic interpretations: Performative
responses of young children to picture book read-alouds.
Children’s Literature in Education, 41(3), 207–221.
Brozo et al (2007).
Coiro, J. Talking about reading as thinking: modeling the hidden complexities of online reading comprehension. Theory
into Practice 50(2), 107.
Hayles (2010).
Hiebert, E. H. (2011). The Common Core’s staircase of text complexity: Getting the size of the first step right. Reading Today,
29(3), 26-27.
Heisey, N., & Kucan, L. (2010). Introducing science concepts
to primary students through read-alouds: Interactions and
multiple texts make the difference. The Reading Teacher, 63(8),
666-676.
Juzwik, M. M., Nystrand, M., Kelly, S., & Sherry, M. B. (2008). Oral
narrative genres as dialogic resources for classroom literature
study: A contextualized case study of conversational narrative
discussion. American Educational Research Journal, 45(4), 11111154.
Palincsar A. S. & Schutz, K. M. (2011): Reconnecting strategy
instruction with its theoretical roots, Theory Into Practice, 50(2),
85-92.

Caldwell, J., & Leslie, L. (2010). Thinking aloud in expository
text: Processes and outcomes. Journal of Literacy Research,
42(3), 308-340.
Collins, P. , Land, R. E., Pearson, M., et al. (2012). Enhancing the
interpretive reading and analytical writing of mainstreamed
English learners in secondary school: Results from a randomized field trial using a cognitive strategies approach. American
Educational Research Journal, 49(2), 323-355.
Horning, A. S. (2011). Where to put the manicules: A theory of
expert reading. Across the Disciplines, 8(2). http://wac.colostate.
edu/atd/articles/horning2011/index.cfm.
Little, C. A. Hines, A. H. (2006). Time to read: Advancing reading achievement after school. Journal of Advanced Academics,
18(1), 8-33.
McNamara et al (1996).
Ramsay, C. M., & Sperling, R. A. (2010). Designating reader
perspective to increase comprehension and interest. Contemporary Educational Psychology, 35(3), 215-227.
Venable (2003).
10 Herman, J., Hanson, T. L., Boscardin, C.K., et al. (2011). Integrating literacy and science in biology: Teaching and learning
impacts of reading apprenticeship professional development.
American Educational Research Journal 48(3).
Liang, L. A. (2011). Scaffolding middle school students’ comprehension and response to short stories. Research in Middle
Level Education Online, 34(8), 1-16. http://www.nmsa.org/Publications/RMLEOnline/Articles/Vol34No8/tabid/2405/Default.
aspx.

This policy brief was produced by NCTE’s James R. Squire Office of Policy Research, directed by Anne Ruggles Gere, with assistance from Anne Beatty
Martinez, Elizabeth Homan, Danielle Lillge, Justine Neiderhiser, Chris Parsons, Ruth Anna Spooner, Sarah Swafford, and Chinyere Uzogara.
For information on this publication, contact Danielle Griffin, NCTE Legislative Associate, at dgriffin@ncte.org (email) or 202-380-3132 (phone). ©2012
by the National Council of Teachers of English, 1111 W. Kenyon Road, Urbana, Illinois 61801-1096. All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be
reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, or any information storage and retrieval system,
without permission from the copyright holder. Additional copies of this publication may be purchased from the National Council of Teachers of English at
1-877-369-6283. A full-text PDF of this document may be downloaded free for personal, non-commercial use through the NCTE website: http://www.ncte.
org (requires Adobe Acrobat Reader).

4

Reading Instruction for all Students  A Policy Research Brief

