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Our school, the Family Academy in Harlem had recently undergone our own version of the 
“Reading Wars” over our K-2 reading program. Out of this struggle emerged a new K-2 literacy 
curriculum that was working remarkably well. Grounded in current research and field tested, this 
program greatly enhanced our children’s reading abilities, especially decoding and fluency. While we 
felt our students were responding to what they read energetically and intelligently, we were not sure 
their increased fluency necessarily meant they also possessed strong reading comprehension skills.  In 
the year prior to instituting our new reading program, our first group had come in dead last in New 
York City on the reading test. We knew there was nowhere to go but up.  But we wanted to see how 
far up our children could go. 

 
 The first year our students had the benefit of our K-2 curriculum changes, their scores 
increased from 8% scoring above grade level to 31%, an almost 400% increase, though still far from 
where we wanted the children (our goal was to have a majority of students over grade level, and only 
a tiny minority in the bottom quartile). We had succeeded in outperforming our neighboring schools 
by an almost 2:1 margin, but were more ambitious than that for our children. We felt strongly that our 
students were as capable as any and we believed they could read with zest and understanding. We 
were determined to find out why they were not closer to achieving “national average” performance 
levels.  
 

In developing our K-2 program we had blended close observations of our students’ practices 
(including discussing with the children their own thought patterns), with cognitive science and 
education research. We were determined to use the same potent combination to develop a “best 
practices” curriculum for the older elementary children.  

 
 We began our quest by looking at the nature of standardized tests themselves. Our belief at 
the outset was that these tests were neither complete nor accurate measures of students’ knowledge 
and reading ability, a view common amongst our colleagues. But no one we knew had ever looked 
closely at reading comprehension tests, and we felt we must understand them if we wanted to figure 
out exactly what caused urban underperformance. Our primary goal was to create a program that 
facilitated children’s thinking and reading ability, but we knew the primary measure of our success as a 
public school would be how those same children performed on reading comprehension tests.  First up 
on our examination: were the passages used on standardized tests more difficult than most of the 
material our urban students were reading? Looking closely at the passages, we could see that 
vocabulary and syntax were not appreciably different than the material our students read. Nor were 
the topics of the passages themselves more sophisticated or esoteric in any way. In fact, the passages 
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seemed easier than the material that the majority of our students were reading. We also looked at the 
voluminous commercial test prep material available, reasoning that the workbooks were based on 
specific tests and were designed to be as similar as possible. Again, the material seemed easier than 
the books read by our students.   
 
 If the problem wasn’t the children, and the problem wasn’t the passages, where was the 
stumbling block for urban children on these tests?  There was only one area left, the test questions 
themselves. We looked closely at thousands of questions on tests and commercial materials. We put 
these into categories and displayed them. (See figure A) We worked with this chart and thought 
about these different types of questions as “types”. Our observations led to a number of clear 
pedagogical implications. 
 
 The first of these involved the questions we labeled “Detail”. These are questions the answers 
to which can be found explicitly stated in the text. There are very few of these sorts of questions on 
recent tests, a sharp contrast to tests we looked at from several decades ago. We as a society want our 
students to read and comprehend far more than the surface elements of the text. Detail questions just 
test understanding on this surface level. Their near extinction in the environment of high stakes 
reading tests is a reflection of these societal priorities. We wondered how this affected our students 
and what it might have to do with their performance on standardized tests. 
 
 In the beginning of every year, we divide the students in each grade into small literature 
groups that meet at least four times a week for an hour. I have always taught one of these groups, and 
have long suspected that my teachers grant me more than my share of the “active learners.” I have a 
vision of the annual ritual. The teachers each go through their class lists, and as certain names arise, 
that child’s teacher says, “He/She really needs to be with David”. The others nod solemnly in 
agreement, as gradually my little group of that year’s miscreants takes shape. The librarian, part of the 
conspiracy, would always assure me that my group and I shared many “qualities” in common, not least 
among them, the same taste in literature. My groups tended to be bright, but were always wildly 
uneven in how much schooling they had managed to absorb. 
 
 It was our suspicion that many students believed that all questions had answers there to be 
found word for word in the text.  I confirmed this by asking my group what they would do to correct 
an answer to a question they had gotten wrong. The nearly unanimous response was to go back to 
the book and reread until you find the answer. Their conviction was that the answer was there and 
they had somehow skipped over it. This was a problem. Almost all questions were not about “Details” 
but were inferential. Yet our students believed the opposite. 
 
 We pointed out to our groups that very few important questions are details and most of the 
time they have to figure out the answers. We taught them that there were two sorts of questions in 
the whole “universe”: “Details” and “Figure it Out” Questions. We spent a lot of time with activities, 
games and discussions distinguishing between the two. We frequently pointed out that for a question 
to be a detail type, the answer really had to be “right there” in the text. I knew we had achieved a 
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breakthrough when one of the leading denizens of my group shouted in the middle of a quiet activity, 
“Mr. Liben- you really gotta get them ‘Right There’ questions right - they’re right there!” Henceforth 
“Detail” questions became “Right There” questions. 
 
 My group now understood “Right There” and “Figure it Out” questions.  I then challenged 
them to see if in “all the universe” they could find one single question that was not “Right There” or 
“Figure it Out.” I put them into cooperative learning groups and said that each group should share the 
information with the others because if anyone found one I would guarantee everyone the longest 
recess in the history of the school. There are some advantages to being principal, and some universal 
motivations that inspire us “Active Learners!” 
 
 While they were busy scouring the universe the adults looked closely at the pattern of errors in 
student work to see how it had changed after spending weeks teaching about inferences. We noticed 
quickly that they were better at some types of inferences than others. Better, for example, at 
inferences about sequence than prediction, better at inferences about character’s thoughts than 
feelings, but rarely able to grasp shifts in the setting of a story. Why were they getting better at 
making some inferences but not others?  
 
 Thinking about it more, we realized that not all inferences were equal. When we read, we are 
constantly making inferences, but also, these inferences are always about something: a sequence of 
events, a character’s thoughts or motivation, the setting, a prediction, an author’s purpose, the 
meaning of a word we don’t know… These elements are the concepts that underlie comprehension as 
much as rational numbers are concepts in math or continent formation and plate tectonics are 
concepts that underlie earth science. Thinking about this phenomenon in terms of our students led to 
an epiphany. Just as readers have to learn what an inference is and how essential it is to 
comprehension, they also have to understand that they are making an inference about something. 
They need to learn that these “somethings” they are making inferences about are concepts, and that 
there are many different types. Further, different types of text demand use of different concepts (think 
of recipes vs. science textbooks vs. a short story).  
 
 The gang returned from their interplanetary explorations convinced that they had found a 
“third way”. Sequence questions, they asserted, were neither “Right There” nor “Figure it Out”. Every 
event in the sequence was “right there”, and “then you just line them up, Mr. Liben, you don’t have to 
figure that out very much.” This produced a fierce debate and which we “settled” by rewarding them a 
“super long recess” for “great thinking about thinking.” We also got a wonderful insight into the value 
of generating meta-cognitive thinking of this nature. These students were now invested in 
understanding. 
 
 The staff and I went back to the list of questions and began work on all those different 
categories of “Figure it Out Questions.” Our goal was to develop systematic strategies to develop 
facility in all aspects of comprehension that we could carry back to our students. Our program had to 
involve our students regularly in: recognizing, understanding and naming the different concepts, 
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developing a meta-cognitive awareness of strategies to be employed, active questioning and self-
monitoring for understanding, reading for a purpose, and cooperative learning. Each of these 
components has since been identified as key areas in the comprehension section of the National 
Reading Panel Report (NRP, 2000, 4.44 – 4.45). 
 
 All of this work helped enormously, but we knew there was still more we could do to improve 
our students’ understanding.  
 

Reading comprehension is systematic and it is demanding. Self-questioning is a key way skilled 
readers uncover the information a text communicates. Asking and answering questions when reading 
is not something to do once a year for the citywide test. It is what a reader must do all the time. 
Standardized tests have been used against schools and schoolchildren far more than we have used 
them to our students’ advantage. It is time to turn that upside down. We had learned that there is 
deep value in deconstructing the questions test makers ask of test takers. Those questions are how 
readers access and prove their understanding. Good readers self-question and self-check when they 
read. Reading comprehension tests demand that children do it fast and do it well. Think of it: the 
standard reading test has 50 questions, almost all inferential. Of these 50 questions, at least 15 to 20 
different question types are variously represented.  

 
We asked ourselves how often, aside from the annual test day, do students answer even 5 or 

10 different types of questions in a contained period of time? Come to think of it, how often are they 
answering different types of questions in general during a school week?  Too often, don’t we, who are 
teaching, ask the kinds of questions we are most interested in as opposed to a wide and systematic 
variety?  We put the “Types of Questions/Concepts of Comprehension” into a grid (see figure B) to 
help teachers keep track of what types of questions they were asking. Thus, whatever literature or text 
was being used, teachers would be able to keep track chapter by chapter of the types of questions 
asked. 

 
 Maniac Magee (Spinelli, 1991) was one of the books our librarian assured me would appeal to 
me and my Merry Band. He was right. It also proved to be good fertilizer for my budding awareness of 
all the issues involved in comprehending text. On the first page of the book, the main character’s 
parents are killed in a freak accident. I asked what I thought was a straightforward “Right There” 
question about how Maniac’s parents died. Although almost everyone had some sense that it was an 
accident, few were able to say that they died in a trolley car that plummeted off a bridge. Looking 
closely at the passage with the students, it was clear that the passage was too thick with words and 
phrases they didn’t know: “trestle,” “trolley,” “kit and caboodle,” “motorman.” My students couldn’t get 
their feet on the ground to even practice their inference making skills. They seemed fatalistic about 
this; as if it were an inevitable part of reading that understanding has to sometimes become superficial 
because there are too many unknown words. At the same time I was watching my students struggle 
gallantly with their limited word knowledge, I was reading E.D. Hirsch, whose ideas about knowledge 
matched many of our teaching experiences (Hirsch 1987, 1996). 
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 During the past few years, the teachers and I have tracked the words that can cripple 
comprehension when unknown. These words fall into two broad groups, as we had learned from our 
work with the primary school curriculum: “domain” and non-domain words.  Words from different 
contexts such as; “heritage,” “orchard,” “royal,” “sap,” “lair” are domain words. Non-domain words such 
as “plain,” “fascinated,” “kit and caboodle,” “plentiful,” are not usual in spoken English, but they appear 
with regularity in print. 
 

The domain words can all be tracked back to specific academic topics in the sciences and 
humanities. Educated adults are expected to be familiar with thousands of these words from across a 
variety of topics. Authors assume knowledge of these words and often do not offer many context 
clues to their meanings.  
 
 We have not felt that we can leave this vital area up to chance nor assume that our students 
will get this knowledge elsewhere. We can easily meet the New York State and national standards 
while creating a broad and systematic content curriculum for science and social studies instruction 
that builds on itself throughout the elementary school. This provides our students with the word (and 
world) knowledge they so desperately need. Our goal is to make not-knowing intolerable – to drive 
out that fatalistic resignation. But we want to be sure that this increased access to content comes 
mostly through reading, since we believe the development of facility in reading comprehension can 
only come about while grappling with text. We also know we have to give reading the time it deserves 
(2-3 hours) within the school day, but somehow do that without giving short shrift to the other subject 
areas. To meet all these goals, we have developed a science and social studies curriculum, our 
“General Knowledge Curriculum” or GKC, which is largely accessed through reading. 
 
  The goal of the General Knowledge Curriculum is to increase our students’ knowledge of the 
world. The result is they know more words, understand more references in their reading, and thereby 
read better and are more likely to read independently. More independent reading will garner more 
references… This was the circle of learning we moved into as a school, in order to move our urban 
children off the vicious cycle of trying, not understanding and eventually giving up. 
 
For each topic of GKC we have created a unit containing background information for teachers, 
readings with questions for students, a list of relevant vocabulary with word games built in for review, 
an annotated bibliography which includes books for read aloud as well as independent reading, and 
finally a page of suggested trips, websites and videos to use as extensions. As time goes on, we have 
added related writing assignments as well as quizzes, tests and culminating activities that teachers 
could incorporate if they chose.  The number of suggested minimum days adds up to only around 100 
for each year’s GKC sequence, which allows teachers the liberty of spending more time in areas they 
and the class find interesting.  
 
 In addition to its other benefits, the General Knowledge Curriculum radically increases teacher 
visits to the library for help in selecting books, videos and research projects. We found that a uniform, 
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content-rich curriculum that was centered on reading needs to have the library at the heart of the 
school. We insist on staffing with professional children’s librarians, and they have brought the library 
and this curriculum into everyone’s life. 
 

A series edited by the late Jeanne Chall, From Reading Research to Practice (Chall, 1999), 
included two books devoted to the role of vocabulary and language in reading comprehension 
(Biemiller, 1999 and Stahl, 1999). Reading these, and bringing their findings to my staff, solidified our 
thinking about our program, and we gained an enormous amount from both books. A fair summary of 
the conclusions would include these key points: 

• Vocabulary is best learned in context 
• Words are learned through repeated exposure 
• Active learning of words is most effective 
• Students learn more words in context when the context is sufficiently challenging 
 

 Our General Knowledge Curriculum (GKC) incorporates all of these findings. Words are 
introduced in context and appear again in read aloud, videos and quizzes. In addition, the most 
relevant words for each unit are reviewed in games and assessed in quizzes. The curriculum topics 
easily provide wide breadth for sufficiently challenging reading material for students with differing 
capacities.   
 
 GKC has done far more than increase students’ vocabulary. All reading takes place in a context. 
The more students are exposed to a broad array of contexts, the better they are able to comprehend. 
GKC familiarizes students with different contexts by giving greater background information about a 
wider variety of topics. Just as inferences are always made about something, students read and learn 
about something. GKC makes students more familiar with the wide variety of “somethings” they may 
be reading about.  
 
 Throughout the first year of GK, I met frequently with the teachers to evaluate the program. 
Many of the refinements came from these good suggestions. What struck us most was that nearly all 
the teachers reported that their children really liked GKC. Teachers felt that not only were their 
children learning about the world, but also because of the rich content and wide variety of topics, 
students knew they were learning about the world and felt good about this. Teachers enjoyed the 
scaffolding and support the topic materials gave them while still allowing them time to follow the 
interests of the class. Finally, GK added to the culture of the school. It became prestigious to know 
about the world. Students and teachers took pride in this far more than before the onset of GK.  
 

GK exposes children to a wide variety of domain words. By virtue of being mostly text-based, it 
also exposes children to a variety of non-domain words.  But we knew incidental exposure to 
unfamiliar words would not be enough for students to master them. The non-domain words (plain, 
event, fascinated, roam.) are part of daily discourse among educated people. When students do not 
know these words, it does more than mar comprehension. It can make children feel like outsiders in 
their own society. This deficit needs to be addressed as vigorously as possible.  
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We already knew we had to begin vocabulary development in the early childhood years 
(Biemiller, 1999). Our “word awareness” program starts in kindergarten by teaching words that appear 
with high frequency in books read by first through fourth graders that we know our children are not 
likely to know. For grades 3-6, there were three areas we need to focus on for word awareness to be 
well developed by middle school: descriptive vocabulary, “academic” vocabulary and literary 
vocabulary. 

 
 Our literature groups do much of the heavy lifting for vocabulary development. Every day, 

small homogeneous “Literature Groups” (remember my Gang?) meet to study, discuss and enjoy a 
chosen book. For each chapter, the teacher also chooses certain words to highlight. These words are 
introduced in context, discussed and reviewed. Students are held accountable for words in quizzes, 
their writing and other assignments. In addition, for each grade we made an ever evolving “Descriptive 
Vocabulary” list of 5-10 words a week that appear frequently in narrative fiction throughout the 
elementary years. These words are reinforced through literature, spelling, in student writing, and by a 
variety of school wide activities described below.  

 
Academic vocabulary is the universe of words, mostly Latin and Greek cognates, students are 

likely to encounter in the course of their journey through school. We adopted the Wordly Wise 
vocabulary series (Hodkinson, 1990) and start teaching it in third grade. Beginning Latin, taught by the 
classroom teacher, starts for all students in fifth grade. Both are designed to be teacher friendly while 
exposing our students to as many academic words as possible. 

 
 In each area of word study, we make sure to incorporate the Stahl and Biemiller findings: use 

of context, repetition, active engagement, and challenging materials. Our multi- prong approach to 
increasing vocabulary helps our children feel rooted in society and builds their ability to handle 
increasingly challenging academic material from year to year. 

 
We needed the Word Awareness program to become as big a part of the school as the GKC 

had. We began greeting children in the morning with the “word of the day display” and challenging 
students throughout the day with little, made up word puzzles: “What four letter word belongs to all 
of us?” or “What three letter word is the same as its last letter?” (ours and why). The kids loved these 
rituals and started to demand them on every encounter.  

 
Raising word awareness through games, puzzles, puns, riddles, word origins and any other 

means (for example, making hall passes match the word of the day, or having children describe their 
teachers’ characteristics through referring to the descriptive vocabulary lists) became part of the 
culture of the school. “Playing” with words as an important part of increasing student vocabulary has 
not yet been proven through research studies (Stahl 1999). But we have seen the delight it causes in 
elementary school students over the years, and we believe it is only a matter of time before a 
connection will be established by researchers.  
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There is no disagreement about the principle that underlies the next part of our curriculum. 
The more students read the more vocabulary they acquire. Readers also happen to become better 
readers by reading.  With that in mind, we developed our independent reading program. 

  
Our goal has been to get each child to read a book a week independently. We believe that 

reading is its own reward and though we praise and are clearly happy with children who meet this 
goal, we never wanted a formal reward system. We also know that although reading might be its own 
reward, many of our students had numerous other activities vying for their time and attention. 

 
But regular reading can at least become habitual while we are waiting for it to become 

rewarding for all. We help our children acquire this healthy habit by making reading a book a week 
mandatory and making it as clear as possible that we are displeased with those who do not 
accomplish this goal. This has taken collective time, persistence, and energy, but after several years of 
adult perseverance, independent reading has become part of the culture of the school and two-thirds 
of our children are reading a book a week. 

 
The program we have developed at the Family Academy is an attempt to harness nearly all of 

the school day to develop and strengthen the key elements of reading comprehension. What has 
resulted is a coherent, school wide curriculum and school culture that values learning, knowledge and 
thinking – a place where even most of the Miscreants do weekly book reports, and where the reading 
scores of urban children have matched up favorably with national percentile averages. Our latest effort 
has been to put our curriculum online as the electronic Family Academy Model for Education 
(www.eFAME.org), so that other elementary urban schools can make use of our research and our 
program. 
  

http://www.efame.org/
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Figure A 
 

Question Types 
 

Right There or Detail Character’s Traits Author’s Point of View 
Main Idea Character’s Feelings Author’s Techniques 
Main Idea and Title Character’s Thoughts Author’s Purpose 
Vocabulary in Context Character’s Motivation Connecting Text 
Figurative Language Setting    Text – Text 
Sequence of Events Genre    Text – Knowledge 
Predicting Outcomes Fact or Opinion    Text – Self 
Character’s Behavior Pronoun Reference Voice 
  Summarizing 

 
  



11 
 

Figure B 
 

Concepts of Comprehension/Types of Questions by Chapter 
 

Book: 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 

Right There or Detail              

Main Idea              

Main Idea and Title              

Vocabulary in Context              

Figurative Language              

Sequence of Events              

Predicting Outcomes              

Character’s Behavior              

Character’s Traits              

Character’s Feelings              

Character’s Thoughts              

Character’s Motivation              

Setting              

Genre              

Fact or Opinion              

Pronoun Reference              

Author’s Point of View              

Author’s Techniques              

Author’s Purpose              
Connecting Text 
   Text – Text 
   Text – Knowledge  
   Text – Self 

             

Voice              

Summarizing              
 


