
Reading comprehension strategies

Cost Evidence strength Impact (months)

+6
Effect size

0.53

What is it?

Reading comprehension strategies focus on the learners’ understanding of written text. Pupils learn
a range of techniques which enable them to comprehend the meaning of what they read. These can
include: inferring meaning from context; summarising or identifying key points; using graphic or
semantic organisers; developing questioning strategies; and monitoring their own comprehension
and then identifying and resolving difficulties for themselves (see also metacognition and self-
regulation).

Strategies are often taught to a class and then practiced in pairs or small groups (see also
collaborative learning approaches).

Key Findings

1. Reading comprehension strategies are high impact on average (+6 months). Alongside phonics it
is a crucial component of early reading instruction.

2. It is important to identify the appropriate level of text difficulty, to provide appropriate context to
practice the skills, desire to engage with the text and enough challenge to improve reading
comprehension.

3. Effective diagnosis of reading difficulties is important in identifying possible solutions, particularly
for older struggling readers. Pupils can struggle with decoding words, understanding the structure
of the language used, or understanding particular vocabulary, which may be subject-specific.

4. A wide range of strategies and approaches can be successful, but for many pupils they need to
be taught explicitly and consistently.

https://www.qrf.org/en/educational-resources/teaching-and-learning-toolkit/metacognition-and-self-regulation-0
https://www.qrf.org/en/educational-resources/teaching-and-learning-toolkit/metacognition-and-self-regulation-0
https://www.qrf.org/en/educational-resources/teaching-and-learning-toolkit/collaborative-learning-approaches


5. It is crucial to support pupils to apply the comprehension strategies independently to other
reading tasks, contexts and subjects.

How effective is the approach?

The average impact of reading comprehension strategies is an additional six months’ progress over
the course of a year. Successful reading comprehension approaches allow activities to be carefully
tailored to pupils’ reading capabilities, and involve activities and texts that provide an effective, but
not overwhelming, challenge.

Many of the approaches can be usefully combined with Collaborative learning techniques and
Phonics activities to develop reading skills. The use of techniques such as graphic organisers and
drawing pupils’ attention to text features are likely to be particularly useful when reading
expository or information texts.

There are some indications that approaches involving digital technology can be successful in
improving reading comprehension (although there are relatively few studies in this area),
particularly when they focus on the application and practice of specific strategies and the use of
self-questioning skills.

Supporting struggling readers is likely to require a coordinated effort across the curriculum and a
combination of approaches that include phonics, reading comprehension and oral language
approaches. No particular strategy should be seen as a panacea, and careful diagnosis of the
reasons why an individual pupil is struggling should guide the choice of intervention strategies.

Studies in Arabic speaking countries have examined strategies to improve reading comprehension,
including: explicitly teaching reading comprehension, collaborative strategic reading, metacognitive
strategies, reading aloud in class, and the use of digital technology.

When tested in schools in Saudi Arabia and Jordan metacognitive strategies increased students’
abilities to construct meaning from texts and challenged them to be critical and reflective thinkers.
A study in Jordan found that the explicit teaching of reading comprehension strategies showed
evidence of promise when teachers modeled the strategies for their students. Another intervention
used a digital program designed to teach reading comprehension to pupils in Saudia Arabia, which
improved not only their concept understanding but also their deductive and critical understanding.
As a result, their higher order thinking skills developed.

There are, however, still gaps in the literature aimed at identifying the effective strategies and
interventions that could develop students’ reading comprehension in the Arab world.



Behind the average

More studies have been conducted with primary age pupils, but the teaching of reading
comprehension strategies appears effective across both primary (+6 months) and secondary
schools (+7 months).

Although the main focus is on reading, comprehension strategies have been successfully used in a
number of curriculum subjects where it is important to be able to read and understand text.

Lower attaining pupils appear to benefit in particular from the explicit teaching of strategies to
comprehend text.

There are some indications that approaches involving digital technology can be successful in
improving reading comprehension, particularly when they focus on the application and practice of
specific strategies and the use of self-questioning skills.

Shorter interventions of up to 10 weeks tend to be more successful. However, there are some
examples of successful longer interventions.

Closing the disadvantage gap

Studies in England have shown that pupils eligible for free school meals may receive additional
benefits from being taught how to use reading comprehension strategies. However, the UK
evidence base is less extensive than the global average, and UK studies show lower impact for all
pupils.

Reading comprehensions strategies involve the teaching of explicit approaches and techniques a
pupil can use to improve their comprehension of written text. Many learners will develop these
approaches without teacher guidance, adopting the strategies through trial and error as they look
to better understand texts that challenge them. However, we know that on average, disadvantaged
children are less likely to own a book of their own and read at home with family members, and for
these reasons may not acquire the necessary skills for reading and understanding challenging
texts.

How could you implement in your setting?

Reading comprehension strategies work through a number of different mechanisms – all focused on



improving the understanding of meaning of text effectively. Common elements include:

explicit teaching of strategies;
teachers questioning pupils to apply key steps;
summarising or identifying key points;
metacognitive talk to model strategies;
using graphic or semantic organisers;
using peer and self-questioning strategies to practice the strategies (such as reciprocal
questioning); and
pupils monitoring their own comprehension and identifying difficulties themselves.

Reading comprehension strategy interventions are typically delivered between one to three terms
of a school year, either by teachers within class settings, or by teaching assistants with smaller
groups.

Evidence suggests that reading comprehension approaches need to be tailored to pupils’ current
reading capabilities, so it is important that teachers receive professional development in effective
diagnosis as well as training in the use of particular techniques and materials.

When introducing new approaches, schools should consider implementation. For more information
see Putting Evidence to Work – A School’s Guide to Implementation.

What does it cost?

The average cost of reading comprehension strategies is estimated as very low. The cost to schools
is largely based on training and professional development, books and learning resources, the
majority of which are initial start-up costs paid during the first year of delivery. Whilst the median
cost estimate for reading comprehension programmes is very low, the range of prices between
available programmes and the option to purchase additional ongoing training and support for
teaching staff means that costs can range from very low to low.

Effective teaching of reading comprehension strategies will also require a moderate amount of staff
time, compared with other approaches. Alongside time and cost, school leaders should consider
how to develop teachers’ ability to use specific techniques for particular pupils’ needs and ensure
they use texts that provide an effective challenge to readers.

How secure is the evidence?

The security of the evidence around reading comprehension strategies is rated as high. 141 studies
were identified that met the inclusion criteria for the Toolkit. Overall, the topic lost one padlock
because a large percentage of the studies were not independently evaluated. Evaluations

https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/tools/guidance-reports/a-schools-guide-to-implementation/


conducted by organisations connected with the approach – for example, commercial providers,
typically have larger impacts, which may influence the overall impact of the strand.

As with any evidence review, the Toolkit summarises the average impact of approaches when
researched in academic studies. It is important to consider your context and apply your professional
judgement when implementing an approach in your setting.
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