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EDITOR’S INTRODUCTION
SEAN RUDAY, JLI FOUNDER AND EDITOR
LONGWOOD UNIVERSITY

The manuscripts featured in this issue of the Journal of Literacy Innovation are outstanding
examples of the work that JLI was created to publish: thoughtful and innovative pieces that
skillfully blend theory and practice.

“Meet Me in the Zone: Reimagining Comprehension Instruction Instruction in the Era of
Leveled Literature Lives” by Dr. Wendy M. Snow, Dr. Tammy M. Parlier, and Dr. Angelica D.
Blanchette provides “teachers with an innovative perspective grounded in what we know about
(1) interpreting student comprehension assessment scores, (2) evaluating the utility of leveling
students’ literate lives, and (3) implementing best-practice classroom comprehension instruction
for the promotion of student literacy achievement.” In this piece, the authors share “a reimagined
model for comprehension instruction” called the Zone of Dynamic Interaction (ZDI) model. In
the ZDI model, the teacher represents the foundation of reading instruction. Three pillars build
from this foundation: the learner, the text, and differentiated supports. The foundation and the
three pillars support students’ reading comprehension. In addition to describing these important
components and insights in detail, Drs. Snow, Parlier, and Blanchette provide user-friendly
recommendations for applying this reimagined approach to comprehension instruction.

The article “‘I Just Have So Many Ideas!” Celebrating Teachers’ Meaningful Literacy Practices
in a Time of Mandated Curriculum” by Dr. Kathleen Olmstead, Dr. Kathleen Colantonio-Yurko,
Tara Jackson, Justin Jackson, and Logan Rath also does an excellent job of providing thought-
provoking and research-based instructional insights. As the authors explain, “[t]his paper focuses
on the importance of teacher agency in the age of mandated curriculum.” In it, they “present
reflections from two teachers who make spaces for innovative, identity-focused, arts and
technology-based literacy practices in their classrooms—from student created poetry anthologies
to text-based social engagements.” Consistent with JLI’s mission, this manuscript provides
concrete steps and resources that will help teachers “make space for innovative practices in the
face of rigid curricular mandates.”

After the conclusion of this issue, you’ll see calls for manuscripts for two special themed issues
that the Journal of Literacy Innovation is publishing in the future. Publishing in October 2020 is
a themed issue on rural literacy instruction that | am co-editing with Dr. Amy Price Azano.
Publishing in April 2021 is a themed issue on diversity, literacy, and classroom instruction that |
am co-editing with Dr. Tiffany A. Flowers. | am very excited about these issues and hope that
you will consider submitting your work to one or more of them. For more information on the
journal, please visit www.journalofliteracyinnovation.weebly.com.

See you in October 2020 for JLI’s next issue!



http://www.journalofliteracyinnovation.weebly.com/

Sean

Sean Ruday, Ph.D.

Editor, Journal of Literacy Innovation




MEET ME IN THE ZONE:
REIMAGINING COMPREHENSION INSTRUCTION IN THE ERA OF
LEVELED LITERATE LIVES

WENDY M. SNOW, PH.D.
TAMMY M. PARLIER, ED.D.
ANGELICA D. BLANCHETTE, ED.D.
LONGWOOD UNIVERSITY

Abstract

Teachers increasingly face pressure to produce evidence of student literacy achievement, with
accountability assessments often hinging on measures of reading comprehension. Despite well-
known issues with reliability and validity, Informal Reading Inventories (IRI), which utilize
leveled passages with accompanying comprehension questions, remain a popular classroom
assessment tool. In typical classroom practice, IRl measures of text comprehension factor into
pinpointing student reading levels, resulting in the provision of individualized “leveled diets” of
books for students (Hiebert, 2017). The purpose of this paper is to provide teachers with an
innovative perspective grounded in what we know about (1) interpreting student comprehension
assessment scores, (2) evaluating the utility of leveling students’ literate lives, and (3)
implementing best-practice classroom comprehension instruction for the promotion of student
literacy achievement. A model for conceptualizing comprehension instruction, known as the
Zone of Dynamic Interaction model, is proposed.

Keywords: leveled literacy; quality instruction; comprehension; assessment; differentiated
instruction; teacher education; zone of proximal development; comprehension model.

Meet Me in the Zone: Reimagining Comprehension Instruction in the Era of Leveled
Literate Lives

Reading comprehension, or the understanding of written text, is the ultimate goal of reading.
Comprehension of text is a complex process encompassing many underlying components such as
prior knowledge, motivation, interest level, passage type (narrative or expository), fluency,
instructional reading level, etc. (Wixson & Peters, 1987). Each student brings a unique
combination of such factors to the transactional process of reading, interacting with texts in
individualized ways to form a foundation upon which comprehension is built (Kintsch &
Kintsch, 2005; Rosenblatt, 1994; Snow, 2002).




A student’s reading comprehension is thought to play a significant role in classroom learning.
Particularly in grades three and above, texts are frequently used as a medium for transmitting
content knowledge: Students are expected to read, comprehend, and assimilate new knowledge
gleaned from a wide variety of texts, both in digital and traditional formats (Lupo, Tortorelli,
Invernizzi, Ryoo, & Strong, 2019). Unfortunately, such expectations may pose legitimate
challenges for many learners, as only about one-third of American students achieve at or above
proficiency levels in reading (The Nation’s Report Card, 2019).

Low reading proficiency levels have remained stagnant over the past twenty years despite
consistent efforts to improve student literacy outcomes (Catts & Kamhi, 2017; The Nation’s
Report Card, 2019). Of particular concern is low-income and minority students, whose tests
scores suggest a widening of the achievement gap compared to more affluent white peers (Catts
& Kamhi, 2017). Within an international context, American literacy rates appear to be declining
relative to other countries (Catts & Kamhi, 2017; The Nation’s Report Card, 2019). These
findings are concerning and suggest a need to reflect on currently accepted reading
comprehension instructional practices.

In practice, teachers have long recognized the importance of assessing for reading
comprehension (Durkin, 1978). Teachers often define and assess reading comprehension in
terms of how well students recall facts, answer questions, and discuss important aspects of text
(Paris, Carpenter, Paris, & Hamilton, 2005). This view of comprehension makes informal
reading inventories (IRIs) a popular classroom assessment option: In addition to oral reading
accuracy and fluency, IRIs provide measures for evaluating comprehension across a variety of
graded passages, including both fiction and nonfiction texts.

Teachers are then able to gather and interpret student IRI data for the purpose of pinpointing a
student’s individual instructional range, or zone of proximal development (ZPD). In theory, by
identifying a student’s instructional reading level—that which is neither too challenging nor too
easy—the teacher is better positioned to design differentiated learning opportunities matched to
student assessed need. Embedded within this common practice is an assumption that the
provision of appropriately leveled texts within one’s ZPD satisfies the conditions necessary for
comprehension. Although well-intentioned, recent research highlights two reasons why the
practice of placing students in leveled texts may actually work against student comprehension
(Lupo et al., 2019; Shanahan, 2019).

First, many educators justifiably assume that good teaching begins with identifying and honoring
a learner’s ZPD; however, one’s ZPD is too often conceptualized in a very narrow manner. The
process generally starts with a teacher assessing for reading comprehension, often using an IRI,
resulting in the identification of individual reading levels for each student in the class (Spector,
2005). Then, equipped with a class roster and associated student reading levels, the teacher
gathers a range of texts, ensuring that each child is provided books within a level of reading
comfort (e.g., one’s instructional reading level, or personal ZPD). One problem with this
approach is that the measures used to determine one’s reading level—particularly reading
comprehension assessments—are notoriously laden with technical inadequacies (Spector, 2005).
When teachers lack awareness of the significant limitations of reading comprehension measures,
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interpretations of a student assessment can result in a narrowing of one’s identified reading level.
This is particularly troublesome when the subsequent ZPD determination undershoots student
abilities, resulting in a pattern of teachers moving students down into increasingly lower leveled
texts until a more appropriate “comfort” level for reading comprehension is thought to reside.

Second, notwithstanding the technical limitations of IRIs, a teacher’s over-emphasis on leveled
books may result in students experiencing a disproportionate amount of schooling through
“leveled literate lives,” whereby teachers promote (or hinder) access to books based on identified
reading levels (Hiebert, 2017; Shanahan, 2019). In this way, steady diets of leveled texts provide
the foundation from which a learner interacts daily with written material in the classroom and
perhaps beyond, extending into library check-outs and/or take-home materials. Aside from the
potential risk to students in developing reader identities based on these levels (e.g., a 4" grader
who says, “I’m a J”), teachers may fall into the trap of assuming that the “diet” itself of
appropriately leveled books satisfies the necessary condition to support student reading
comprehension. Unfortunately, reading comprehension is much more dynamic and complex,
with the text providing only one piece of the comprehension puzzle.

Certainly, consideration of text and reader variables is appropriate, yet well-meaning efforts
towards these ends may hinge on flawed assumptions that actually perpetuate ongoing low and
stagnant proficiency scores seen on national literacy tests (The Nation’s Report Card, 2019).
Thus, the first aim of this paper is to dispel widely held beliefs that reading comprehension is (1)
easily assessed and (2) best achieved in the context of leveled texts matched to a student’s
narrowly defined ZPD. The second aim of the paper is to propose an innovative model for
comprehension instruction that broadens notions of a reader’s ZPD to include differentiated
teacher supports alongside reader and text factors.

Assumption #1: Comprehension is Easily Assessed

With understanding central to reading, it naturally follows that teachers benefit from tools that
evaluate the degree to which students are able to read and understand written text. IRIs are a
popular classroom assessment tool because they are quick and easily administered; yet,
comprehension is multifaceted, and researchers caution that “there is no one comprehension
process to assess” (Kintsch & Kintsch, 2005, p.86). Any single measure of comprehension is
necessarily incomplete. Problems arise when teachers use IRl comprehension scores in high-
stakes ways, such as leveling student access to books for the purposes of learning new content.
Thus, teachers are cautioned to consider the following three key limitations associated with
interpreting comprehension assessment scores.

Reading and Understanding Aren’t Always the Same

Like a house built upon the sand, the practice of using IRl comprehension scores for the purpose
of placing students into leveled text instructional groupings is on shaky ground. While
comprehension without accurate reading is unlikely, accuracy alone is not a guarantee for
understanding (Hoover & Gough, 1990). For example, Cramer and Rosenfield (2008) found that




when assessing 83 fourth-graders using the Qualitative Reading Inventory-2 (QRI-2), less than
half the students achieved comprehension scores of at least 75% on an otherwise “independent”
level, or easily decoded passage. Even fewer students, only 17%, attained comprehension scores
of at least 75% on an “instructional” level, or just right passage.

In older readers, the reading accuracy-comprehension relationship is perhaps more dynamic
(Paris et al., 2005). Using two different IRIs, Paris and Carpenter (2003) found that
comprehension significantly correlated with reading accuracy at instructional reading levels
below 3" grade, but correlations above 3 grade were either negative or insignificant. Such
findings suggest there is more at play in comprehension than decoding accuracy, particularly as
students progress beyond the beginning reading phases (Storch & Whitehurst, 2002).

Researchers have long asserted that the manner in which test-makers assess comprehension leads
to conflicting outcome scores, yet how this information translates into classroom practice is less
clear. While IRIs remain useful tools, teachers are cautioned to consider the following testing
limitations, particularly when using measures of comprehension for student placement into
leveled texts.

IRIs and Technical (in)Adequacy

Reliability in testing is equated with repeatability or consistency: A test is reliable in as much as
it yields replicable results. The reliability of IRIs first came under attack during the 1980s, and
unfortunately, many problems persist today. At that time, teachers mostly used IRIs for
diagnostic purposes at a within-individual level, such as comparing how a student approaches
expository versus narrative text or observing the strategies one employs while decoding. With
today’s accountability initiatives, Spector (2005) reports that teachers use IRIs for a number of
purposes both within and across individuals, including identification of reading levels for
classroom groupings, reporting of annual student literacy growth, and identification for inclusion
in Title 1 and/or special education services. The issue is this: “If a test does not have adequate
reliability, then it is inadvisable to use that measure even if the task and materials appear to be
well-aligned with classroom instruction” (Spector, 2005, p. 594). With regard to comprehension,
reliability on IRI assessments is particularly problematic. If a teacher cannot affirm the test’s
reliability, then any conclusions drawn about a learner’s comfort level with reading
comprehension, or ZPD, is questionable.

Another assessment issue is the trustworthiness of IRIs as measures with evidence of validity;
that is, teachers assume that IRIs adequately measure what they claim to measure. However,
reading comprehension is concealed within the reader and assessing for it is very difficult. For
example, Keenan, Betjemann, & Olson (2008) compared three popular normed assessments
often used for special education eligibility identification, where nearly 50% of students in the
study were identified as having a comprehension deficit on at least one of the measures. After
assessing these same students for comprehension on all three measures, less than 10% of the
same sample was found deficient in comprehension across all tests. This begs the question:




What exactly is “it” that we are measuring? The resulting consequences for special education
identification purposes are considerable and reinforce the notion that test formats play a
significant role in hindering the validity of comprehension assessments (Keenan et al., 2008).

How Questions Are Asked Matters

Cutting and Scarborough (2006) found “the inferences that are made about how well an
individual person comprehends written material vary depending on how it is assessed” (p. 295).
To begin, the content validity of multiple-choice formats as measures of comprehension is
questionable (Keenen & Betjemann, 2006). Passage-dependent multiple-choice questions
generate higher validity scores because the reader’s responses are more likely drawn directly
from the reading; however, such questions often hinder confirmation of deeper student
understanding (Kintsch & Kintsch, 2005). Also, multiple-choice formats may over-inflate
student comprehension scores. For example, when researchers asked a group of students to
altogether skip the reading of passages and simply answer the end-of-passage comprehension
questions on the Gray Oral Reading Test (GORT), students answered questions with greater than
chance accuracy, without having read the passages (Keenen & Betjemann, 2006). This suggests
that, when assessing for text comprehension, it is difficult to control for the individual
differences each learner brings to the assessment, particularly prior knowledge.

Prior knowledge is the culprit thought to complicate validity across many test formats. Open-
ended questions are troublesome because the assessor is unable to eliminate responses based on
other constructs, such as background knowledge or personal experiences. Test makers attempt to
offset this conundrum by narrowing the focus, relying on questions with specific text vocabulary
and recall of factual information. While narrowing of question focus leads to higher construct
validity, its utility in informing how a student comprehends at deeper levels, such as the
inferential level, remains limited (Invernizzi et al., 2005).

Retelling is another popular IRl comprehension assessment format whereby after reading a
passage, students are asked to start at the beginning and retell as much of the story as possible.
Paris (2005) warns, however, that retelling rubrics provide skewed results depending on the level
of the text and the reader’s prior knowledge of the subject. “Easy or hard texts will result in most
scoring a 2, which provides little variance in which to discriminate” those who can comprehend
from those who cannot (Paris, 2005, p. 140).

The limitations of comprehension assessment are apt to leave teachers bewildered with regard to
best practice. Teachers rightfully want to know when students struggle with comprehension so
that adequate supports can be provided; however, caution when interpreting comprehension
assessment results is advised. Reading comprehension is not easily assessed and our attempts to
do so are necessarily flawed.

Assumption #2: Easier Texts Improve Student Reading Comprehension




When a student fails to demonstrate adequate reading comprehension, teachers may feel
compelled to move the learner down to an easier text level where it is believed the book will
provide easier access to content and comprehension will more readily follow. The problem with
such an instructional practice is that teachers erroneously assume that the leveled text alone
satisfies the necessary condition for student reading comprehension. While this approach may
yield improved comprehension with a specific text (Lupo et al., 2019), students who read a
steady diet of easier texts with simpler grammatical structures and fewer academic or unfamiliar
words likely miss out on crucial opportunities to expand vocabulary, develop more sophisticated
syntax, and analyze discourse level text used to present ideas and arguments (Fang, 2016). Such
limitations, over time, compound comprehension difficulties and act to widen the comprehension
achievement gap (Lupo et al., 2019; Shanahan, 2019; Stanovich, 2009).

Before lowering a child’s overall reading level based on comprehension scores, teachers are
cautioned to consider the following limitations with book leveling systems.

Text Leveling: An Inexact Science

The use of leveled texts is predicated on the assumption that leveling systems accurately measure
and identify finite, incrementally more challenging levels of text readability. Readability is a
quantitative measure specifying the grade level where the majority of students should be able to
read the text independently (Rasinski, 2003). Readability scores are calculated through the use
of one or more formulas measuring sentence and word difficulty in the text. Some factors
associated with text readability are the number of syllables in a word, syntax, sentence word
count, abstractness of ideas, etc. (Lupo et al., 2019). Like comprehension assessment, however,
there are a number of inherent factors that may interact with student comprehension.

First, book leveling systems often fail to yield consistent readability results (Begeny & Green,
2014; Dzaldov & Patterson, 2005). For example, a quick search for the readability level of Lois
Lowry’s The Giver, a popular middle grade text, yielded leveling labels ranging from a Lexile of
760 (grade 4; Reading A to Z) to Level 60 and Guided Reading Level Y (grade 6; DRA and
Fountas & Pinnell, respectively). Even if assuming one’s reading level is constant and readily
discernable, inconsistent outcomes in readability formulas by as many as two years or more
creates obstacles for teachers when attempting to match books to a reader’s identified
instructional reading level.

Second, book leveling systems fail to acknowledge the variability each learner brings to the text,
such as prior knowledge. Background knowledge is a critical lynchpin in reading
comprehension. To prove just this point, researchers recently asked readers questions about a
baseball passage: Weaker readers scored equally well as strong readers when both groups had
similar knowledge of the sport (Wexler, 2019). Similarly, when researchers made up a passage
using non-words and a fictitious game scenario, eliminating the possibility of prior knowledge,
comprehension scores were again the same across readability ranges. These findings suggest
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that low comprehension scores aren’t always indicative of a gap in reading skills, but rather a
gap in prior knowledge (Wexler, 2019).

Impact of Leveled Literate Lives on Comprehension

A growing body of research suggests that reliance on leveled texts as the primary tool for
differentiating reading instruction leads to diminishing returns on comprehension over time
(Fang, 2016; Hiebert, 2017; Lupo et al., 2017; Shanahan, 2019). Easier texts tend to be shorter
and contain fewer difficult words and less detail, resulting in students learning less content. As a
result, “extended exposure to easier versions of texts may ultimately stunt comprehension
growth” (Fang, 2016, p. 5), contributing to inequities among students (Hiebert, 2017; Lupo et al,
2019; Shanahan, 2019).

Equally concerning, teachers are thought to adjust the quality of their comprehension instruction
based on the reader’s level, providing fewer interactions with text for students placed in easier
text levels. In Lupo et al., (2019, p. 19), teachers admitted that instruction for lower level readers
included “fewer overall reading encounters, less discussion about texts, and fewer opportunities
for students to read texts independently,” resulting in students who “were exposed to less text
and less sophisticated vocabulary and sentences and did not receive any benefit in
comprehension in exchange for the reduced text exposure.” Such teacher biases in instructional
practices act to perpetuate the well-known Matthew Effect in literacy, contributing to increased
inequities amongst certain populations of students while widening knowledge gaps as each year
in school passes (Fang, 2016; Hiebert, 2017; Stanovich, 2009).

In summary, current practices associated with the identification of one’s reading comprehension
ZPD hinge on tenuous assumptions. For those students beyond the beginning reading phases, (1)
even if assessments such as IRIs were valid and reliable indicators of one’s ZPD, and (2) even if
readability formulas were capable of determining precise matches between student and leveled
text, growing evidence suggests that sorting students into reading levels under the auspices of
teaching to one’s assessed ZPD may do more harm than good to long-term comprehension
growth (Lupo et al, 2019, Shanahan, 2019).

Addressing Assumptions with a Reimagined Model for Comprehension
Current Model Conceptualization
In grades three and above, teachers frequently lean on texts for content dissemination. When
considering student reading levels, teachers contemplate differentiating reading materials
according to need, particularly for struggling readers, believing that the ease of text readability

will promote increased overall reading comprehension.

As Figure 1 suggests, four main constructs typically play into the design of reading
comprehension instruction. Leveled texts are at the heart of this model, positioned as the
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foundation from which student reading instruction is built. The teacher, student, and
instructional activity are orchestrated each day around and anchored by leveled texts. The
teacher differentiates instruction by putting a “just right” book into the hands of each student—
"leveling” the proverbial reading playing field—undergirded by the assumption that the leveled
text ensures success with the classroom activity. In this manner, the text serves as the catalyst
around which the teacher differentiates instruction, with reading comprehension sure to follow as
the teacher, student, and instructional activity interact to build upon the leveled text.

Figure 1

Model of Comprehension Instruction Anchored in Leveled Text

Reader

Teacher Activity

]

While this approach may appear sensible during the lesson planning stages, such a paradigm has
the potential to produce misleading conclusions post-lesson delivery: When a student fails to
show mastery of content in the post instructional activity (i.e., what the student is expected to
do with the new material learned from the text reading), the teacher may respond by over-
emphasizing the shortcomings of the book (e.g., “this book is still too difficult” or “she needs an
easier level”), as the leveled text was the foundational and differentiated consideration built into
the classroom instructional design in the first place. Thus, if we are to more fully address the
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complex nature of reading comprehension instruction, we need to shift classroom practice away
from one which gives disproportionate emphasis to leveled texts as the cornerstone upon which
one’s ZPD for learning is defined.

A Reimagined Model for Comprehension Instruction

Recent research suggests that the teacher plays the central role in reading comprehension,
including below level readers (Lupo et al, 2019). Consequently, whereas leveled text served as a
foundation in Figure 1, we propose an alternative innovative model for comprehension
instruction known as the Zone of Dynamic Interaction (ZDI) model. The ZDI model expands
narrowly defined student ZPD to include differentiated instructional supports while
simultaneously placing an expert teacher squarely at the foundational level.

The rationale for the ZDI model rests upon a growing research body suggesting that matching
struggling readers to easier texts does little to improve reading comprehension. For example,
O’Connor (2002) found poor comprehenders could reach equal levels of assessed reading
comprehension from both below- and on-grade level texts when provided appropriate support
from an instructor. Additionally, Lupo et al. (2019) found that below- and on-grade level ninth
grade readers grew in comprehension when provided differentiated teacher instructional
supports—regardless of whether the text was considered below or on grade level. Moreover, the
comprehension growth of these 9™ graders over just twelve weeks of instruction was greater than
expected when compared to an external normative sampling, which is particularly encouraging
given the relatively short period of instructional time. Such findings imply that “it is the
instructional support that defines a student’s zone of proximal development” (Lupo et al., 2019,
p. 2), not the level of the text itself (Shanahan, Fisher, & Frey, 2012; Shanahan, 2019).

Thus, as Figure 2 depicts, in a reimagined view of reading comprehension, an expert teacher is
situated at the foundation. Between the teacher (foundation) and student comprehension
(capstone) stand three pillars comprising one’s ZPD—one each representing the reader, the text,
and the differentiated instructional supports. These ZPD pillars represent constructs that are
dynamic and variable within students and across content. For example, a self-proclaimed
“history buff” may have a higher working ZPD for history content than another discipline. As
such, expert teachers orchestrate and differentiate the interplay of these pillars as a means for
creating a dynamic and expanded view of one’s ZPD. Implications of model elements and
recommendations for how teachers might apply such a model in daily classroom practice is
described in the sections that follow.
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Figure 2:

Zone of Dynamic Interaction Model of Reading Comprehension

Reading
Comprehension

Student ZPD
Learner
Text
Differentiated
Supports

- What Does the Student Need to Be Successful? -

Teacher

The Foundation Level: Teacher

The teacher is at the heart of a reimagined model of comprehension instruction. Vygotsky
defines ZPD as learning through “problem solving under adult guidance or in collaboration with
more capable peers” (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 131). Central to thinking about ZPD has always been
the teacher, with VVygotsky highlighting the importance of student instructional interactions with
the teacher occurring within an appropriate zone. In this conceptualization of ZPD, the teacher
no longer plays second chair to the text level, as Figure 1 suggests, but instead is elevated to the
role of maestro, as pictured in Figure 2. The teacher in this case is both the composer and
conductor of comprehension instruction, simultaneously orchestrating and guiding the
instructional interactions between the reader and learning activities, setting the appropriate pace
and making real time adjustments as necessary through responsive teaching opportunities.

Admittedly, teachers must rely upon a multifaceted and sizeable skillset in order to deliver high
quality learning opportunities. When expecting students to assimilate new knowledge from
texts, teachers must consider the intersection of (1) the learner, (2) nature of the day’s learning
activity as it relates to the text, and (3) the differentiated supports each requires in the context of
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reading for meaning. Attention to these three ZPD pillars, rather than text level alone, better
addresses the dynamic nature of reading comprehension.

The ZPD Pillars: Learner, Text, and Differentiated Support

ZPD Pillar 1: The Learner. A reimagined model of the pillars supporting reading
comprehension begins with the subtle yet purposeful shift in terminology away from the word
reader to learner. Whereas a reader tends to be defined in terms of narrowly assessed reading
levels, a learner perspective suggests a more holistic approach that includes a variety of factors
known to influence reading comprehension, only one of which is assessed reading level.

Assessments remain an integral part of the Learner pillar, and IRIs are a useful tool for gaining
insight into how individual students approach and learn from texts. A student’s fluency and
stamina for longer passages, for example, influences interactions with text, with diminished
fluency rates and stamina impeding completion of activities in time with typically achieving
classmates. IRIs also reveal opportunities for differentiating teacher supports, providing
information about how each student approaches reading based on knowledge of text or story
structure, purposes for reading, and skill with comprehension strategy use. Fortunately, these are
elements of reading comprehension amenable to teacher instruction.

In addition to IRIs, content related interest inventories and pre-unit assessments of prior
knowledge provide teachers with opportunities to differentiate instructional support as needed,
independent of text reading level considerations (Tomlinson et al., 2003).

ZPD Pillar 2: The Text. There is increasing reason to question the practice of maintaining a
system that places students in learning trajectories according to leveled literate lives. Whether
above- or below-level readers, research suggests that both groups are capable of achieving
adequate comprehension when reading more challenging texts so long as differentiated teacher
supports are provided (Lupo et al., 2019). This is exciting news given that the use of more
challenging texts often exposes students to more robust vocabulary, richer content, and provides
opportunities for higher level thinking without jeopardizing comprehension.

ZPD Pillar 3: Differentiated Supports. With the provision of differentiated instructional
supports, teachers who provide students with more complex texts “yield more successful reading
outcomes than merely providing easier versions of the texts” (Lupo et al., 2019, p. 4). Rather
than grounding instruction in a text level, “it is the instructional support that defines a student’s
zone of proximal development” (Shanahan, Fisher, & Frey, 2012 as cited in Lupo, 2019, p. 2).
With a solid understanding of their learners, teachers are better positioned to infuse appropriate
instructional scaffolds at the point of need while reading, creating a richer and more dynamic
view of one’s ZPD.

In the following section, a general list of recommendations is provided to assist teachers in
providing scaffolded instructional supports for comprehension in everyday classroom practice.
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Meeting Students in the Zone: Recommendations for Putting a Reimagined Approach
into Practice

Rethink text difficulty. When it comes to ZPD, “it may be time to think of text difficulty as
a characteristic of the support offered around a text rather than the text itself” (Lupo et al.,

2019, p. 20). Consider the intersection of the learner’s background knowledge, the text, and
instructional supports as a “sliding scale” measurement of a broadened, more dynamic ZPD.

Capitalize on the background knowledge they bring. Not all students have the prior
knowledge you may want, but they all have background experiences upon which you can
build. For example, Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet may not be familiar to some high
schoolers, but young love is. Tapping into larger universal experiences is an easy way to
generate discussion connected to texts while simultaneously scaffolding a common
foundation of knowledge from which to relate.

. Telling is not the same as activating background knowledge. Limit telling: Telling
students what they are soon to read (i.e., our topic today is, the important vocabulary words
are, etc.) does not yield the same benefits for student comprehension as does purposeful
connecting of content with prior knowledge. For example, a teacher led discussion built
around a K-W-L (Know-Want to Know-Learned) resulted in significantly higher post-
reading comprehension scores when compared to classrooms where students were simply
told what they were going to read. Engage in active content discussions prior to reading,
bridging the gap between learner and challenging texts (Lupo et al., 2019). Identify potential
obstacles to understanding before class and guide the pre-reading discussion, careful to
intertwine relevant content information and vocabulary with student background knowledge.

Less is not more. Less is not more when it comes to struggling readers. Don’t shy away
from texts with challenging vocabulary. Instead, when texts are more abstract or require
inferential thinking, provide the necessary details to fill in the gaps prior to reading. Use
concrete or everyday language. This practice supports both daily and long-term
comprehension growth (Lupo et al., 2019).

. Activities and strategies aren’t the same. “Instructional activities are not inherently
strategies if they do not focus on what students should actively think while performing the
activity” (T. Shanahan et al., 2010, as cited in Magnusson et al., 2019, p. 189). Avoid
limiting scaffolds to simplistic “how to” steps for completing the graphic organizer after the
reading. Instead, encourage the type of thinking one should be doing during the reading,
explaining how the graphic organizer may be used as a tool to place-hold, organize, and
synthesize new information acquired as a result of thinking through the reading of the text.

Strive for conditional knowledge, not procedural. Teach for transfer. Consider the
following golf analogy: We may assert that golf is a sport (declarative knowledge). We
may even know a little about how golf is played, such as starting at the tee box and hitting
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towards the green (procedural knowledge). But if we have insufficient knowledge of which
clubs to use when, our knowledge is of limited practical use once placed in live action on the
golf course (conditional knowledge). Teaching to a level of conditional knowledge
promotes transfer. Be explicit about when it makes sense to use a particular comprehension
strategy and why this one makes sense under which circumstances. Like a golfer playing in
less than ideal weather conditions, situational challenges will arise and adjustments will be
required: When challenging texts surface, be confident that you have stacked the deck in the
reader’s favor. Teaching for conditional use of comprehension strategies broadens a reader’s
working ZPD (Magnusson et al., 2019) and results in greater likelihood of use and
transference across academic disciplines.

Model your thinking. Think aloud, explicitly modeling your own use of comprehension
strategies while guiding student efforts as part of a vibrant ZPD instructional support system.
Students experience greater success when teachers make “a clear explicit connection between
a strategy and how it is applied to text” (Magnusson et al., 2019, p. 199), breaking it down
into the following steps: (1) ensure the student understands the concept/strategy, (2) name the
strategy, (3) state when to use it, and (4) provide context for its use by answering a question
related to the text (Magnusson et al., 2019).

Outcome goal directed. Make clear what the student will need to demonstrate as a result of
the reading, reinforcing that the “reading goal influences the choices we make” before and
during reading (Magnusson et al., 2019, p. 199). Go beyond simply sharing a lesson
objective or providing students with the procedural steps necessary to complete a worksheet,
chart, or graphic organizer. Ensure that your instructional activity and ultimately, assessment
of comprehension, align with the lesson goal.

Reflect and adjust. Remember, you matter! Conduct a self-audit of potential innate biases.
Do you make assumptions about reader abilities, perhaps based on faulty comprehension
assessments? What is the level of your instructional quality and are your reader expectations
different based on the “leveled literate life” identities of your students, particularly for lower
level readers? With comprehension heavily influenced by the teacher instructional supports,
what proactive steps are you taking to close the reading and knowledge gap for all students?

Final Thoughts and Take-Aways

Benefits of a Reimagined Model for Comprehension Instruction

Most students, regardless of identified reading level, receive benefit from using challenging
texts. Conceptualizing reading comprehension through the Zone of Dynamic Interaction model
affords breaking down students’ leveled literate lives while minimizing inequities in knowledge
perpetuated by controlled diets of lower leveled texts. Teachers can use the ZDI model to
facilitate a process of decision-making that is less about selecting “comfort” texts and more
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about (1) planning (teacher as composer) for optimal understanding and (2) the provision of
appropriate instructional supports (teacher as conductor) based on the needs of the learner.

Instructing for comprehension requires a dynamic learner-teacher relationship that is reciprocal
and mutually reinforcing. A teacher, armed with content knowledge, is responsible for planning
how content will be shared throughout this responsive learner-teacher relationship. The value of
teacher planning should not be underestimated. For example, a conductor pours over a musical
score long before the musicians begin playing, noting which portions are particularly tricky,
which instrument sections will need cueing when, and even identifying where above-level
musicians may need to carry the melody by playing a solo. In the “during reading” phases of
practice, the conductor takes care to lead the musicians through dynamic changes in a score of
musical “text,” emphasizing time signatures, when to speed up or slow down, when to play loud
or soft, etc. The musicians recognize that, in order to successfully “read” the piece, they must
look to the conductor for differentiated cues at regular and ongoing intervals. They trust and rely
upon the conductor to get them through the piece because she knows in advance how and when
to match which supports to individual need. Such responsive interactions between students and
teacher during a text reading epitomize the value of reimagining comprehension instruction in
light of a dynamic interaction model: A student’s identified reading level may only be as
stagnant as the teacher’s willingness to meet the learner with differentiated instructional supports
in his zone of comprehension-building.

A central purpose of academic text is to promote dissemination of content; however, the teacher,
not the text, serves to differentiate by the provision of instructional supports appropriate for
individual learner differences (i.e., background experiences, familiarity with topic, vocabulary
knowledge, interest) so that text difficulty is mitigated and content knowledge is acquired.
Teachers can close the knowledge (or comprehension) gap by pinpointing the approximate
intersection of learner need with the provision of differentiated instructional supports. This
meeting of a student in the knowledge-building zone—intentionally called a zone because the
meeting spot is dynamic and may shift from day to day depending on individual learner
factors—is the true value of conceptualizing reading comprehension instruction throug