
Effective Strategies to Increase 
Student Comprehension 
Aileen Hower, Ed.D.
Millersville University



Comprehension

Want to 
facilitate 
students 
understanding 
of text before, 
during, and 
after reading

As well as:

Within,

Beyond,

and

About the text

PA Core:

Key Ideas & Details

Integration of 
Knowledge and 
Ideas

and

(Author) Craft & 
Structure



Drawing Inferences
Making predictions



Asking Questions
Formative Assessment 
for Understanding



Visualize
Mental picture in your mind.

When readers “lose” that picture, 
meaning is not being made.





Asking Questions
During Reading - Fiction

Nonfiction too!



Making 
Inferences



Evaluate and 
Determine What’s 
Important



Asking Questions
After Reading



Summarize and Synthesize 
information





Monitor and Adjust Thinking While 
Reading

Comprehension Fix-Up Strategies





Notice and Note: Strategies for 
Close Reading



Three Parts:
1. The Questions We 

Pondered

2. The Signposts We Found

3. The Lessons We Teach



Introduction

✿ Premise:  We want them inside the text, noticing 
everything, questioning everything, weighing 
everything they are reading against their lives, the lives 
of others, and the world around them.

✿ Premise:  We believe it is the interaction, the 
transaction, between the reader and the text that not 
only creates meaning but creates the reason to read.



Part I
✿ The Role of Fiction

❀ The authors promote the POWER of fiction in the 
classroom:

✿ Nonfiction lets us learn more; fiction lets us be 
more.

✿ It seems that not only is fiction a genre with 
broad appeal, but current research shows 
that it also affects the way we interact with 
one another.



Part I: RIGOR
✿ Rigor is not an attribute of a 

text but a characteristic of 
our behavior with that text.  
Put another way, rigor resides 
in the energy and attention 
given to the text, not in the 
text itself.



Part I:  Rigor
✿ It’s Rigor, Not Rigor Mortis

❀ When the text is too tough, then the task is simply 
hard, not rigorous.

❀ The essential element in rigor is engagement.

❀ Rigor, in other words, lies in the transaction 
between the reader and the text and then 
among readers.  The essence of rigor is 
engagement and commitment.



Part I:  The Role of Talk
✿ John Dewey said that the “vital habits” of 

democracy include “the ability to follow 
an argument, grasp the point of view of 
another, expand the boundaries of 
understanding, [and] debate the 
alternative purposes that might be 
pursued.

✿ Best developed through TALK.



Part I:  The Role of Talk
✿ The difference between monologic and dialogic 

talk”
❀ Monologic talk is authoritative and presumes that the goal of the 

listener is to agree with or learn from the speaker.

❀ Dialogic conversation expects that the speaker becomes the 
listener and the listener becomes the speaker, that through give-
and take new ideas might emerge, one might change one’s 
mind when the other is convincing, and the other might reshape 
an opinion when the first is persuasive.



Part I: Role of Talk  
✿ Asking questions for which you already know the 

answer is inauthentic, yet that’s the type of 
questioning that goes on in most classrooms.

✿ Research also reveals that in dialogic classrooms, 
students do more of the questioning, and as a result, 
achievement increases.



Part I:  What Is Close Reading?
✿ Be wary of the generalized concepts of close 

reading being promoted:
❀ Observe what author has presented
❀ Avoid imputing to the author anything that is not 

evident in the text
❀ Avoid wandering from experience in the text to 

think about other experiences
❀ Avoid parroting the judgments and 

interpretations of others for our own assessment



Part I:  Characteristics of Close 
Reading

✿ It works with a short passage.

✿ The focus is intense.

✿ It will extend from the passage itself to the 
other parts of the text.

✿ It should involve a great deal of exploratory 
discussion.

✿ It involves rereading.



Part II:  The Note and Notice 
Signposts

✿ Features that appeared in every well written:

1. Contrasts and Contradictions

2. Aha Moment

3. Tough Questions

4. Words of the Wiser

5. Again and Again

6. Memory Moment



Part II: Signposts
✿ The more students noticed these signposts, 

the more they were using the 
comprehension processes:  visualizing, 
predicting, summarizing, clarifying, 
questioning, inferring, and making 
connections.



Part II:  Contrasts and 
Contradictions

✿ This is the point in the novel at which a 
character’s actions or thoughts clearly 
contradict previous patterns or contrast with 
patterns the reader would normally expect, 
suggesting a change or offering new insight 
into the character.





Part II:  Aha Moments
✿ These are moments when a 

character’s sudden insight or 
understanding helps us understand 
the plot’s movement, the 
development of the character, or 
the internal conflict he faces.





Part II:  Tough Questions
✿ It is the point when the main 

character—a child or teen—pauses 
to ask, of himself or a trusted other, 
tough questions.





Part II: Words of the Wiser
✿ This is the scene in which a wiser 

and often older character offers a 
life lesson of some sort to the 
protagonists.  This lesson often 
emerges as a theme of the novel.





Part II: Again and Again
✿ This is the image, word, or situation 

that is repeated, leading the reader 
to wonder about its significance. 
Repetition might provide 
information about a character, 
about the conflict, about the 
setting, or about the theme.





Part II:  Memory Moment
✿A Memory Moment is a scene that 

interrupts the flow of the story and 
reveals something important about 
a character, plot, or theme.





Part II:  Explaining the 
Signposts

✿ Decide upon an order for teaching the Notice and 
Note Signposts.

✿ Set aside time to teach each signpost lesson.

✿ Teach each signpost lesson with a text that 
illustrates the targeted signpost.

✿ Recognize that the model text you choose might 
be one that is not at a student’s independent 
reading level.





Nonfiction
Notice & 

Note



Why Nonfiction?
● More information produced in the last 30 years than in 

previous 5,000 years combined.
● Information is doubling every four years.
● Getting into good colleges requires a higher level of 

reading and writing than ever before.
● Unskilled jobs are disappearing - 80% or more of the 

companies with the greatest employment-growth potential 
assess writing during hiring.   

● 50% of all companies take writing into account when making 
promotion decisions. (Gallagher 2006)



Why 
Nonfiction?

"A book about real people or 
real things is called 
nonfiction.  There won't be 
any talking animals or flying 
people in a book about real 
things.  A counting book and 
books about trucks or 
dinosaurs or the planets are 
examples of nonfiction.  When 
you read nonfiction, ask 
yourself, 'What did I 
learn?'" (p. 24)



Why Nonfiction?

"Nonfiction books are about real 
people and real events.  Some 
nonfiction might be about ideas or 
beliefs.  A book about your favorite 
sports player or a book about a 
musician is nonfiction.  So is a 
book about how the weather is 
changing.  When you read nonfiction, 
you should ask yourself, 'What does 
the author want me to understand?'" 
(p. 26)



Why Nonfiction? "Nonfiction is the group of 
texts in which the author 
makes claims or assertions 
about the real world, real 
people, real experiences, 
ideas or beliefs" (p. 27).



Why 
Nonfiction?

"Nonfiction is a body of 
work in which the author 
purports to tell us about 
the real world, a real 
experience, a real person, 
an idea, or a belief" (p. 
27).



The Goal: Critical readers in the 
classroom = discerning 
readers outside the classroom

Students develop a lens 
useful for critically reading 
a politician, a commercial, 
or a ballot proposition.



A slightly skeptical 
stance means 
students should 
read with three 
questions in 
mind:






















