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OVERVIEW 
 

The Institute of Reading Development’s curriculum is based on the understanding that every 

reader will pass through four stages of reading development on the journey from pre-reader to 

literate adult.  The Institute offers three series of reading development programs to help students 

achieve the goals of these stages.  The first series is for elementary school students, the second is 

for secondary students, and the third is for high school seniors, college students, and adults.   

 

Elementary School Programs 

      

We offer six elementary school classroom programs: a program for entering 4-year olds and 

kindergarteners and five grade-specific programs for students entering 1st through 5th grade.  In 

each program, students learn the reading skills that enable them to achieve the goals of their 

current stage of reading development.  They learn these skills through a combination of in-class 

instruction and at-home online instruction and reading practice; the at-home instruction is 

differentiated by student skill level.   

 

In these programs, parents receive an age-appropriate, online list of the very best children’s 

books for independent reading, divided into several sub-lists at increasing levels of difficulty.  In 

addition, at the conclusion of the classroom program, parents have the opportunity to enroll their 

child in one of our online Best Books Programs (for students in preschool through 2nd grade) or 

Literature Programs (for students in 3rd through 5th grade). In these programs, students continue 

to read and discuss books at the appropriate level of difficulty. 

 

The combination of skill development and a substantial amount of independent reading in good 

books at the right level of difficulty enables students to move through the early stages and sub-

stages of reading development as quickly and with the least amount of difficulty and struggle as 

possible.  The elementary school programs culminate in our program for entering 5th graders, 

where children achieve solid levels of fluency and comprehension in children’s novels.   

 

The twin concepts of fluency and comprehension are central to understanding the stages of 

reading development.  Fluency means that the reading process is automatic, that the reader 

recognizes the overwhelming majority of words by sight and does very little conscious decoding.  

(Decoding refers to the process in which a reader consciously uses phonics and other related 

skills to figure out the pronunciation of a printed word.) Fluent readers read smoothly, linking 

words together into meaningful phrases rather than reading word by word.  Because fluent 

readers recognize almost all words by sight, they focus on the meaning of the text, rather than 

lower order decoding processes. 

 

Fluency is not the same as comprehension, but it is a precondition for comprehension.  Pre-fluent 

or disfluent readers must use much of their conscious attention and cognitive ability to decode, 

i.e., to read the words in the text, and thus have less energy available to focus on meaning.  

While pre-fluent readers work to construct meaning from text on a basic level, it is not until they 

reach fluency that solid comprehension is possible.  

 



Overview 

 

Stages of Reading Development  Summer 2019 
  
 2 

Comprehension is not simply a matter of connecting meaning to individual words and phrases.  

A skilled reader with strong comprehension engages in a number of cognitive processes that are 

developed as a result of substantial independent reading as well as training.  These include:  

following a sequence of action or thought, anticipating outcomes, visualizing, identifying with 

characters, synthesizing and recognizing main events, and distinguishing main ideas from 

subordinate details.  Most importantly, good comprehension is characterized by high level 

cognitive processes: in nonfiction this involves understanding a work’s overarching message 

through comprehension of its various parts and their relationship to one another and to the work 

as a whole; in literature this involves participation in a story at the level of plot and meaning 

through identification and absorption.    

 

The development of reading fluency and good comprehension in children’s novels opens the 

portals to the worlds of imaginative children’s literature.  With practice, i.e., lots of reading in 

children’s novels, a child achieves the levels of fluency and comprehension required to support 

identification and absorption.  The defining experience of reading fluency in children’s novels is 

absorption; a child identifies with the author’s main character, and imaginatively participates in 

the character’s adventures and experiences.  The author’s world comes alive; in the mind of the 

child it is real, just as the main character's experiences are real.  There is no sense of duality, no 

sense that “I am reading,” no sense of identity outside the identity of the main character.  Rather, 

there is an effortless flow of experience, the character’s experience in the imaginatively recreated 

world of the book. 

 

Children who achieve fluency in children’s novels relatively early and who read widely during 

the late elementary and middle school years experience significant benefits in three areas:  

character formation, as they appropriate the positive values embodied in the great children’s 

literature recommended by the Institute and in other books that they read; cognitive 

development, as they learn how to handle increasingly complex vocabulary, sentence structures, 

plot devices, characterization, implied meaning, and other language and literary structures; and 

cultural literacy, as they absorb basic knowledge about our society and the world we live in.  

These benefits pave the way for a child’s long-term academic success. 

 

Speed Reading and Study Skills Programs 

      

The Institute’s second series of reading development programs is comprised of two programs: 

one for entering 6th-8th graders (middle school) and one for entering 9th-11th graders (high 

school).  Each of these programs has four goals:  first, increase reading speed; second, improve 

comprehension; third, learn to read and study textbooks; and fourth, enjoy reading more.   As in 

our elementary programs, our middle and high school students achieve these goals through a 

combination of in-class instruction and at-home online instruction and reading practice. 

 

We help our middle and high school students become readers by helping them develop the skills 

that make reading intrinsically pleasurable.  Developmentally, middle school and high school 

students have solidified their fluency.  This means that they are capable of focusing on higher-

level skills, such as reading more quickly.  A central part of skills instruction in our middle 

school and high school programs are techniques that help students increase their reading speed.   

 



Overview 

Summer 2019  Stages of Reading Development 
  
 3 

Even more important, we give students the repeated opportunity to experience absorption and 

identification in a great work of juvenile literature.  Most of the Institute’s middle and high 

school students do not read for pleasure.  Often, this is because they do not have the levels of 

fluency or comprehension required to support identification and absorption; without absorption, 

reading is labored and not pleasurable.  This problem can only be solved through practice, for it 

is only by doing a lot of reading that students will increase comprehension and reading speed to 

the necessary levels.  The greatest service we can provide these young people is to help them 

become readers by teaching them the skills and providing the reading experience that will make 

the reading process itself intrinsically pleasurable.   

 

Absorption is the result of a great deal of reading practice in books at appropriate levels of 

difficulty.  Once achieved, readers will experience both pleasure and success in their reading, 

and consequently will read more.  How much more?  By fifth grade, the top 20% of readers read 

books independently 14-65 minutes a day and read from one to five million words a year in 

addition to the reading assigned in school; the bottom 20% read less than one minute per day and 

read only ten to twenty thousand words a year. 

 

We provide each student in the 6th-8th grade program and the 9th-11th grade program with an 

online booklist filled with excellent, age-appropriate literature.  The lists are organized into 

categories such as Adventure, Mystery & Historical Fiction, and within each category, the books 

are organized by level of difficulty.  At the end of the program, we encourage our middle school 

and high school students to use the booklist to continue reading for pleasure.  In addition, after 

the program ends, these students have the opportunity to enroll in one of our online Literature 

Programs where they continue to read and discuss excellent works of literature. 

 

The development of high levels of fluency and comprehension does more than provide the basis 

for the habit of reading for pleasure.  This achievement is also the basis for all subsequent 

reading development, including reading for concepts and information.  The same capabilities of 

fluency and comprehension that result in absorption in literature also enable the relatively 

automatic and accurate flow of understanding while reading for information in nonfiction. 

 

Secondary students, however, are not elementary students.  They have a new cognitive capability 

that first makes its appearance in middle school and continues to develop into adulthood.  This 

capability is critical consciousness, the ability to think abstractly and analytically about both text 

and the reading process itself. 

 

An example of a kind of reading dependent on this critical faculty is the process of reading a 

section in a chapter of a textbook.  First, as a result of an initial chapter preview, the reader must 

be aware of how the section contributes to the overall message of the chapter.  Second, the reader 

must preview the section to determine what it is about, how it is divided into subsections and 

sub-subsections, and how the levels of organization work together to convey the overall message 

of the section.  Then, the reader must do a close reading at the level of the sub-subsection.  While 

reading each paragraph, the reader must recognize or synthesize its main ideas and relate them to 

the focus of the sub-subsection itself.  The entire process is highly conscious; the reader’s goal is 

to control the learning process in order to make it as effective as possible.   
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Critical consciousness is not a skill; it is a human capability.  One major goal of the Institute’s 

secondary series of reading programs is to focus and train this critical faculty specifically for the 

reading of nonfiction, to help our students learn how to read and study textbooks and other kinds 

of nonfiction.  

 

Speed Reading and Comprehension Training Programs 

      

The Institute’s third and final series of reading development programs includes two Speed 

Reading and Comprehension Training programs: our summer program for entering 12th graders, 

college students, and adults; and our fall weekend program for college students.   

 

Although many of the Institute’s college and adult students read for pleasure, their reasons for 

enrolling in the program typically have more to do with the nonfiction they must read in their 

academic and professional lives, including textbooks and technical materials.  Developmentally, 

these students have the capability to fully engage their critical consciousness.  However, many of 

them lack techniques for effectively engaging this capability in their most challenging reading.    

 

Our Speed Reading and Comprehension Training programs help students achieve 3 goals: read 

faster, read smarter, and read more.  These goals are largely met by helping them focus and train 

their critical consciousness to its fullest capability.  Just as our 5th-grade program represents the 

culmination of the developmental process that began at age 4 or 5 (achieving fluency in 

Children’s Novels), our program for entering 12th graders, College Students, and Adults 

represents a culmination of the developmental process that began in middle school (effectively 

applying this critical consciousness to the reading process).   

 

The primary goal for many students in our Speed Reading and Comprehension Training 

programs is to improve their reading speed.  To help students read faster, we provide instruction 

in several speed reading and skimming techniques, along with extensive speed reading practice 

in both fiction and nonfiction.  We also help students learn to make decisions about their reading 

speed – how fast they can read particular material, for example, without losing comprehension.   

 

Instruction in the nonfiction component of the program, which comprises approximately 80% of 

class time, helps students achieve the second goal, read smarter.  Reading smarter means 

mentally organizing information, making decisions about your reading based on your reader’s 

purpose and features of the material, and engaging critically with what you read.  Reading 

smarter requires thinking abstractly and analytically about both text and the reading process 

itself.  Students learn to think about their reading tasks in order to make decisions that lead to 

greater comprehension, concentration, and recall.  Students also learn to follow the development 

of ideas in their reading and read critically, engaging in dialogue with the book and bringing 

their own thoughts and experiences into the reading process.   

 

As students become faster, smarter, and more confident readers, they often find themselves 

wanting to read more.  Our Lifetime Reading List is the resource we provide to help students 

answer the question, “What do I read?”  This booklist lists and briefly describes more than 1000 

of the most engaging, accessible, and well-written books we know of, in a wide range of subject 

areas.  Students spend approximately 20% of class time reading and discussing fiction excerpts 
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from the booklist, including several classic works of literature.  This allows students to get a taste 

for what the booklist has to offer, helps them see that they can successfully read the classics, and 

also offers an additional opportunity for speed reading practice.  Note that unlike during the 

nonfiction portions of the program, we do not ask students to engage fiction analytically.  

Instead, they read fiction purely for pleasure and speed reading practice.   
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STAGES OF READING DEVELOPMENT & INSTITUTE 

PROGRAMS 

 

 

The most productive relationship a student can have with the Institute is to participate in several 

of our summer classroom programs and fall Best Books programs during the elementary school 

years, followed by one or both of the summer Speed Reading and Study Skills programs during 

the secondary years as well as the fall online Literature Programs and, finally, by one of our 

college and adult programs.  A student given this opportunity will achieve fluency as early as 

possible and with the least amount of difficulty and struggle.  Such a student will develop a 

strong positive relationship with reading and will tend to read widely during the late elementary 

and secondary school years, with all of the attendant personal and educational benefits.  During 

middle school or high school, this student will consolidate the benefits of the earlier programs 

and develop the skills and confidence required to read and study textbooks and other nonfiction 

in content areas like history, science, and social studies.  By the time this student tackles college 

or a career, he’ll be the strongest, most confident reader possible.   

 

Following is a discussion of the stages of reading development and the Institute of Reading 

Development programs to which they correspond.  What characterizes each stage and sub-stage 

is that the developments of all prior stages and sub-stages are incorporated as automatic 

processes, while conscious attention is paid to new, higher order processes.  For example:  

 

• 4-year olds and entering kindergartners pay conscious attention to learning the letters and 

the sounds they make and begin to blend individual sounds into simple words.  

• Entering 1st graders pay conscious attention to sounding out words, based on automatic 

recognition of the letters and their sounds. 

• Entering 3rd graders pay conscious attention to the meaning of sentences, based on 

automatic recognition of almost all one and two syllable words. 

• Middle school students pay conscious attention to main ideas and levels of organization 

in a textbook chapter, based on the previously developed ability to read with fluency and 

comprehension.  
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STAGE 1:  LEARNING TO READ 
 

This stage begins when children are 4 or 5 years old and start to learn their letters.  It is 

completed when children achieve fluency in Easy Readers, books written with a controlled 

vocabulary and simple sentences.  Most students achieve the goals of Stage 1 at some point 

during second grade, although a few children complete this stage as early as mid-first grade or as 

late as mid-third grade.   

 

For most of Stage 1, children’s central focus is learning to decode.  This means learning the 

alphabet and the sounds that letters make, learning to distinguish sounds in speech, and learning 

to sound out words.  As this process gets underway, children also have to focus on reading 

connected text, i.e., reading Easy Readers at the right level of difficulty in order to develop the 

facility and automaticity that leads to fluency.  As fluency develops, children’s attention starts to 

shift toward meaning, toward comprehension of the stories they are reading.   

 

Underlying and supporting the entire stage is the regular experience of hearing stories read 

aloud.  Reading aloud to children provides them with the experience of absorption in a story and 

identification with characters, something they will not be able to do on their own until they attain 

a high level of fluency, several years later.  The result is that the foundation for a lifelong 

relationship with books is established before a child can read a single word.  Developing a strong 

and positive relationship with books is its own reward; it also provides the motivation for 

tackling the challenging task of learning to read.  Not surprisingly, children who are read to a lot 

in their early years learn to read more quickly and easily. 

 

Each of the following three elementary school programs represents a clearly defined sub-stage 

within Stage 1.  Each program benefits students in three ways: first, by teaching the skills that 

enable children to achieve the goals of their current sub-stage of reading development; second, 

by coaching parents in how to encourage and support independent reading; and third, by showing 

parents how to read aloud.  In these programs, parents receive a substantial list of exemplary 

Easy Readers that will meet the independent reading needs of our students for the year following 

course participation, as well as a substantial list of excellent books for reading aloud.   

 

 

PROGRAM FOR 4-YEAR OLDS AND ENTERING KINDERGARTNERS 

    

Program Goals   

In this program, students will: 

 

• Learn beginning phonics 

• Learn sight words 

• Learn to read simple words and short sentences 

• Develop a love of books and reading 

 

Parents participate in the class and learn how to support their children in these areas.   
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Skills 
 

• Beginning Phonics:  4-year olds and entering kindergartners need to learn phonics skills 

in order to become successful readers. Our phonics instruction provides a strong 

foundation in three key areas: 

 

o Letter Recognition:  recognizing and writing the letters of the alphabet, upper 

and lower case. 

 

o Phonemic Awareness:  the ability to differentiate the sounds in spoken words 

 

o Phonics: letter-sound associations for the letters of the alphabet 

 

We teach these skills through a combination of direct instruction, letter recognition and 

phonemic awareness games, and at-home online instruction.  Our beginning phonics 

instruction focuses on teaching students to match individual letters with the sounds they 

stand for; we also provide instruction on putting sounds together to read words (see 

Blending section below). 

 

• Blending: Once students have learned the letters and the sounds they stand for 

(beginning phonics), the next step is to blend sounds together to read words. Our students 

receive online instruction in blending, and we also teach blending through direct 

instruction in class.  Students also receive Let’s Read!, a phonics reader that contains 

several illustrated stories with simple words and short sentences.  In-class and online 

lessons guide students through reading Let’s Read!; for many of them, this will be their 

first experience reading a book.   

 

Both the in-class and at-home instruction, as well as the Let’s Read! reader, give students 

practice applying phonics skills to read words; Let’s Read! also reinforces the sight words 

we teach in the program (see Sight Words section below).  Because sounding out words 

and working with connected text are new skills for students this age, they need 

substantial support and modeling before they are ready to try it independently.  We teach 

parents how to adjust blending activities based on their child’s needs, so that students 

experience success while reading Let’s Read! at home. 

 

• Sight Words:   Sight words are the most common words children encounter while 

reading (for example, the and is).  These words represent a high percentage of the words 

in books for young readers; in fact, twenty-five of these words account for a full third of 

all words children will encounter while reading.  Learning these words by sight gives 

students a significant head start in learning to read.   

 

We teach some of the most common sight words through direct instruction in class, and 

students also complete online sight word lessons at home.     
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Books   

 

• Reading Aloud:  Each week in class, the teacher reads a picture book aloud.  After 

reading each book, the teacher leads a discussion about the story.  Talking about books 

is enjoyable and helps children develop comprehension skills.  Every lesson is also 

designed to be a model for parents of reading aloud and engagement with great picture 

books. Parents can apply the model from class to the reading they do at home with their 

child.  We also provide four picture books for students to read at home during the 

program – one book for each week of the program. 

 

Children at this stage cannot read independently, but they will productively spend 

independent time with the same books they are hearing read aloud, looking at the 

pictures and telling the story to themselves.   

 

Single-story picture books are the best books for reading aloud at this stage.  By 

regularly experiencing picture books read aloud, a child establishes the foundation for a 

lifelong relationship with books.  The combination of the story and the illustrations 

captures the child’s imagination, providing the opportunity for engagement, 

identification, and absorption.  The regular experience of being read to from picture 

books gives a child the motivation to learn to read on his own, so that later he can give 

himself the experience his parents are providing.   

 

A second category of books for reading aloud at this stage is Readiness Books for 

Shared Reading: alphabet, counting, labeling, and wordless books.  These books are 

primarily intended to reinforce the skills children are learning, and do not carry some of 

the benefits of picture books.   

 

We provide all students with an online booklist that contains both Picture Books for 

reading aloud and Readiness Books for Shared Reading.  The booklist also includes a 

number of First Readers, the easiest books children can use phonics to read.  The First 

Readers list will meet students’ independent reading needs once they have learned 

enough phonics and sight words to read connected text and have mastered the Let’s 

Read! phonics reader.   

 

After the program ends, parents also have the opportunity to enroll their child in an 

online Best Books Program for preschoolers and kindergartners, which includes reading 

aloud and enrichment activities in great picture books as well as self-paced online 

phonics instruction.  The teacher describes the Best Books Program and distributes 

brochures to parents in a brief meeting during the final lesson. 

 

• Book Activities: To deepen children’s engagement with books, the teacher leads the 

class in a new kind of book activity each week.  The following classroom activities, like 

the reading aloud, are designed to be models of what parents can do at home: 
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Dramatization:  A dramatization is acting out all or part of a story.  Dramatizing 

books enhances comprehension and helps kids identify with characters, allowing 

them to “live” inside the story. 

 

Story Dictation:  An enjoyable way to reinforce a child’s connection with a book is 

to do some story-writing.  In class and at home, children do a story dictation that 

relates to the book read in class.  As a child responds to a prompt by making up a 

story, the parent writes down his words.  After the child illustrates the story, the 

parent reads the story aloud in a way that allows the child to see the words.  When 

children see their own stories written down, they feel pride of authorship and begin to 

develop a connection to the written word. 

 

Choral and Shared Reading:  Choral reading and shared reading are ways for 

children to participate in reading before they are ready to do so on their own.  In 

choral reading, children chime in as the teacher reads familiar or repeating lines in a 

story.  In shared reading, children jump in to provide the next word in a familiar, 

repeating, or rhyming line in a story.  (Children are not actually reading words during 

choral and shared reading, though this may begin to happen once children start 

sounding out words independently.) 

 

In addition to the enrichment activities teachers lead in class, the program website guides 

parents and students through enrichment activities for each of the picture books that 

students read at home during the program.  

 

 

PROGRAM FOR ENTERING 1ST GRADERS  
 

Program Goals   

In this program, students will: 

 

• Learn phonics and sight words 

• Build comprehension 

• Learn to read independently 

• Develop a love of books and reading 

 

Parents participate in the class and learn how to support their children in these areas. 

 
At-home instruction is differentiated by student skill level (1A & 1B), which is determined by 

the parent and an enrollment coordinator at the time of enrollment.   

 

Skills 

 
• Phonics:  Entering first graders need to learn phonics skills in order to become successful 

readers, and teaching students phonics skills is the first goal of this program. We teach 

students to sound out words through at-home online phonics lessons, tailored to the 
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student’s skill level and through direct instruction in class.  Program 1A phonics 

instruction focuses primarily on blending sounds to read words, and covers a variety of 

blending skills including double consonant endings, final consonant blends, and initial 

consonant blends.  Program 1B phonics instruction focuses on more complex phonics 

elements: vowel teams, compound words, suffixes, and decoding two-syllable words. 

 

• Sight Words:  Being able to recognize common words by sight makes learning to read 

much easier.  Entering first graders have usually learned some of the simplest sight words 

in kindergarten. In this program, we teach sight words through at-home online 

instruction, which is differentiated for 1A & 1B students.  We also provide reinforcement 

through sight word instruction in class. By the end of the program, students are able to 

recognize significant number of the words they encounter while reading. 

 

• Assisted Reading and Independent Reading with Support:  Children need to apply 

their phonics skills and their growing sight vocabulary by reading independently in Easy 

Readers.  We incorporate independent reading in Easy Readers into the program, 

modeling different techniques for supporting beginning readers.  Parents attend the first 

45 minutes of each class and learn how to assist their children with independent reading 

at home, based on the teacher’s model as well as individualized guidance from the 

teacher.   

 

The goal of assisted reading and independent reading with support is to provide students 

with the right amount of support so that they have a successful experience reading 

independently.  All in-class reading is done in appropriately staged books with a high 

degree of decodable text (text in which the words can be decoded by applying knowledge 

of letter-sound correspondences). 

      

All entering first graders benefit from listening to an Easy Reader being read aloud from 

beginning to end before attempting to read it to themselves.  As they then read the book 

on their own, we demonstrate how to provide different levels of support, depending on a 

child’s level of reading skill.  With assisted reading, the teacher or parent reads aloud a 

small section of text to a child before he reads it himself.  A maximal level of assistance 

is to read two or three lines of text aloud before the child attempts the same lines on his 

own.  The memory trace provided by the teacher’s or parent’s assistance helps the young 

reader work through the text. A lower level of assistance is to read an entire page or two 

facing pages aloud (usually 4-8 lines) before the child reads the text.  Finally, 

independent reading with support provides a minimal level of assistance, guiding a 

child’s more independent reading page by page without first reading it aloud, and 

stepping in to help with words the child finds difficult to decode.   

 

• Comprehension:  Entering first graders benefit from discussions focused on 

comprehension, since so much of their attention is focused on decoding.  Teacher-led 

discussions about characters, action, and illustrations foster engagement with the story.  

We also introduce some basic story grammar, the concept of a story’s beginning, middle 

and end, to help students think about what they’ve read.  In-class discussions provide a 
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model parents can use at home, and the program website provides comprehension support 

through interactive online lessons about the at-home books. 

 

• Fluency: We also introduce fluency in the 1st-grade program.  In class, students orally 

read and re-read an easy passage of text after hearing the teacher model it.  While the 

majority of entering 1st graders are still reading word by word, this exercise gives 

students an initial exposure to reading with fluency. 

 

Books 
 

• Independent Reading:  In the 1st-grade program, teachers give parents individualized 

guidance about the appropriate level of support to give their child during independent 

reading. Reading at the appropriate level of challenge, with the right level of support, 

makes the process of learning to read smoother and less frustrating.   

 

We provide all students in this program with four Easy Reader 1 (ER1) books to read at 

home during the program as well as an online booklist of the very best books for 

independent reading.  The 1st-grade list has books at a variety of difficulty levels and will 

meet the reading needs of all first grade students through the summer before second 

grade. 

 

After the program ends, parents also have the opportunity to enroll their child in an online 

Best Books Program for 1st graders, where they will continue to read and discuss really 

good Easy Reader books at the appropriate level of difficulty.  The teacher describes the 

Best Books program and distributes brochures to parents in a brief meeting during the 

final lesson. 

 

• Reading Aloud:  Picture books are appropriate for all entering 1st graders.  Many 

students also enjoy hearing children’s novels read aloud; all will enjoy hearing these read 

aloud at some point in first grade.  Our 1st grade booklist contains two read-aloud lists: 

the Picture Books list that our preschool and kindergarten students receive; and a list of 

Children’s Novels for Reading Aloud, containing a selection of excellent children’s 

novels appropriate for reading aloud to first graders.  We also read a picture book aloud 

each week in class and lead students in book enrichment activities, such as dramatizations 

and story dictations, to deepen their engagement with books.  
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PROGRAM for ENTERING 2ND GRADERS 
 

Program Goals   

In this program, each student will: 

 

• Learn phonics and word-attack skills 

• Develop fluency 

• Build comprehension 

• Become a confident, enthusiastic reader 

 
At-home instruction is differentiated by student skill level (2A, 2B & 2C), which is determined 

by the parent and an enrollment coordinator at the time of enrollment.   

 

Skills 
 

• Phonics and Word-Attack/Long-Word Decoding:  In the 2nd-grade program, students 

learn phonics and word-attack skills through interactive online lessons. (“Word-attack” 

describes the skills and strategies a reader uses to pronounce new words, including 

analysis of word structure.)  This instruction is differentiated for Programs 2A, 2B & 2C 

students and builds on the phonics skills they learned in first grade.  It focuses primarily 

on complex phonics elements such as vowel teams with long vowel sounds, compound 

words, suffixes, and decoding two-syllable words. 

 

Program 2C students also learn long-word decoding skills that enable them to divide long 

words into smaller word parts that they can recognize so they can successfully read long 

words.  Like the phonics instruction, this instruction is delivered through interactive 

online lessons. 

 

• Assisted and Independent Reading:  Children need to apply their phonics and word-

attack skills and practice their growing sight vocabulary with independent reading in 

Easy Readers.  Using the technique of assisted reading as a warm up, followed by short 

independent reading periods, we incorporate independent reading in Easy Readers into 

each class.  Independent reading in class and at home is intended to help students achieve 

the goal of Stage 1 reading: Fluency in Easy Readers.    

 

Weaker readers in the Program for Entering 2nd graders still benefit from some assisted 

reading both in class and at home.  Students in Program 2A have access to the “Read with 

Help” feature on the program website which provides assisted reading for the at-home 

books, and the teacher also gives parents guidance about providing support for their 

child’s independent reading at home.  By and large, however, entering second graders 

need lower levels of assistance than entering first graders, and are able to move toward 

fully independent reading. 

 

• Comprehension:  In this program, children have more attention available for 

comprehension than in the program for entering 1st graders, since they have much higher 
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levels of sight vocabulary and consequently spend less time focused on decoding.  

Teacher-led discussions about characters, action, and illustrations continue to carry the 

weight of comprehension instruction.  We also continue to frame discussions using the 

beginning, middle, and end, to help children think about what they’ve read. 

 

During home practice, comprehension support is provided for each of the take-home 

books through online segments that reinforce the beginning-middle-end structure of the 

story and encourage students to identify with the characters. 

 

• Fluency:  We do slightly more formal fluency work in the 2nd-grade program than with 

the entering 1st graders.  In each class, students orally read and re-read a passage of text.  

The goal is to hear the teacher’s modeling and then replicate in practice the rhythms and 

cadences of natural speech.  With this level of support, even the weakest students are 

given an introduction to the experience of fluency.  The goal is to help students move 

toward oral fluency in Easy Readers. 

 

At home, fluency training is provided through interactive online segments that guide 

students in reading fluently in a passage from the at-home book.   

 

Books 
 

• Independent Reading:  We provide all students in the 2nd-grade program with four Easy 

Reader 2 books to read at home during the program as well as an online booklist of the 

very best books for independent reading.  The books in the 2nd-grade list are organized by 

difficulty level, ranging from Easy Readers to chapter books.  This list  will meet the 

independent reading needs of entering 2nd graders through the summer before third grade.  

 

After the program ends, parents also have the opportunity to enroll their child in an online 

Best Books Program for 2nd graders, where they will continue to read and discuss really 

good books at the appropriate level of difficulty.  The teacher describes the Best Books 

program and distributes brochures to parents in a brief meeting during the final lesson. 

 

• Reading Aloud:  All entering 2nd graders enjoy and benefit greatly from hearing 

children’s novels read aloud and we encourage their parents to do so regularly.  We 

provide all our students in this program with an expanded version of the Children’s 

Novels for Reading Aloud list that we provide our students in the 1st-grade program.  
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STAGE 2:  DEVELOPING INDEPENDENT READING SKILLS 
 

This stage begins when children achieve fluency in Easy Readers, usually at some point during 

second grade.  By the time children enter Stage 2, some have already made the transition from 

oral to silent reading, and the rest will make that transition in the upcoming year.  Stage 2 is 

completed when children achieve fluency in children’s novels, usually in third or fourth grade, 

although some students complete this stage as early as second grade or as late as fifth.   

 

The central focus during this stage is to do a lot of reading in books at the right level of 

difficulty, progressing from Easy Readers to chapter books, which are considerably longer and 

without the controlled vocabulary and simple sentences of Easy Readers.  Reading practice and 

skill development at this stage are both primarily focused on fluency development.  Students 

learn how to decode long words, i.e., words of three syllables or more, as the percentage of these 

words jumps from 1-3% in Easy Readers up to around 5-8% in children’s novels.  Students also 

practice oral reading in order to develop oral reading fluency.  The phrasing, automaticity, and 

focus on meaning in oral reading then transfers to the silent reading process.   

 

Note that fluency not only describes a functional level of reading process, it also characterizes 

the relationship of reader to text, i.e., a reader is only fluent in relation to a certain level of text.  

For example, a child who is fluent in Easy Readers is not necessarily fluent in chapter books, and 

a child fluent in chapter books is not necessarily fluent in children’s novels. 

 

As fluency continues to develop in this stage, primarily as a result of reading practice, 

comprehension becomes both an instructional and a developmental focus.  As children achieve 

fluency in chapter books, both the level of reading skill and the story substance are sufficient to 

support the experience of identification and absorption that until now was only available when 

being read to. (While children may experience identification and absorption earlier, in Easy 

Readers, it tends to be limited both by the material and by their less developed reading skill.)  

The second stage of reading development corresponds to the Institute’s program for entering 3rd 

graders.   

 

 

PROGRAM for ENTERING 3RD GRADERS:   

    

Program Goals   

In this program, each student will: 

 

• Learn long-word decoding skills 

• Develop fluency 

• Build comprehension 

• Become a skilled, enthusiastic reader 

 
At-home instruction is differentiated by student skill level (3A, 3B & 3C), which is determined 

by the parent and an enrollment coordinator at the time of enrollment.   
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Skills 

 
• Silent Reading:  This is the most important skill students practice in class and at home, 

since it leads directly to fluency.  Students read a substantial story in every class and read 

a chapter book each week as part of home practice.  The success with reading and the 

positive experience with books that they have during the program motivates them to 

continue reading after the course is over,  

 

• Comprehension:  Comprehension instruction is integrated with silent reading in every 

lesson and every home practice session.  Since students are already fluent in Easy 

Readers, they have the available attention and cognitive ability to focus on understanding 

the story.  The goal is to teach several key comprehension skills, with the aim of helping 

students achieve a certain level of automaticity with these skills as they continue to read.   

       

We use a basic level of story grammar to structure comprehension instruction at this 

level.  Retaining beginning, middle, and end from the younger programs, we add the 

following story grammar elements: character, meaning, and plot (which we refer to as 

“what happens” and includes following a character’s problem or goal that structures the 

narrative).  The goal of the instruction is not to introduce a set of terms to analyze stories; 

it is to enhance understanding and engagement with the story from the inside.  We want 

to foster identification with a character and absorption in his experiences.  We do not 

want to distance the reader from the experience through an overly analytical approach.  

 

Comprehension instruction in class is provided in two instructional formats: teacher-led 

class-wide discussions and partner work.  The discussions have two purposes: first we 

want to make sure that students understand all the important story elements as they read.  

Thus all students in the program, even those who may have started with weak 

comprehension, have the repeated experience of reading a substantial story with good 

comprehension from start to finish.  Our second purpose is to help students internalize the 

process of thinking about stories as they read.  We also use partner work for two different 

purposes.  First, we use partner tellbacks to help students learn to retell what they’ve just 

read, which helps them follow what happens in a story, remember details, and see those 

details in relation to one another. Second, we use partner discussions to help students 

learn how to think about the meaning of a story and how to appropriate the meaning for 

themselves. 

 

At home, online lessons provide comprehension support for each book that students read.  

After finishing each at-home book and the corresponding lessons, students complete short 

quizzes online to reinforce their comprehension.   

 

• Long-Word Decoding:  One of the greatest challenges children at this stage face is 

reading the increasing number of long words they encounter.  Our online long-word 

decoding instruction teaches skills and strategies to read multi-syllable words, especially 

those of three syllables and longer.  The approach is to recognize word parts, then put 

them together to read the word.  The focus is on affixes and base words on the one hand, 

syllable types and patterns on the other.  As with all of the Institute’s skill instruction, at 
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every level, the intention is to teach all of the elements and processes that have a big 

payoff, and help the students reach automaticity in the skills learned.  Program 3A 

students begin with a phonics review and then move on to long-word decoding. Program 

3B students complete two long-word decoding lessons per week.  Program 3C students, 

whose decoding skills are more advanced, complete just one long-word decoding lesson 

at home each week.  In addition, 3C students receive online instruction in reading simple 

textbooks and nonfiction (see below). 

 

• Fluency:  The majority of entering third-grade students have transitioned to reading 

silently, but many are not yet fluent readers.  Fluency training is of great benefit to these 

students, and the progress they make in oral reading transfers to their silent reading.  As 

in the program for entering 2nd graders, fluency training is a part of the in-class 

instruction each week in the 3rd-grade program. Students also complete online fluency 

training at home.     

 

• Nonfiction (3C students only): Late elementary students are increasingly expected to 

read and understand nonfiction in school.  A successful reader is able to read for main 

ideas, relate details to main ideas, and follow ideas across paragraphs.  We introduce 

Program 3C students to nonfiction in interactive online lessons.  These lessons provide 

direct instruction and give students practice applying nonfiction skills in isolated 

paragraphs as well as in longer passages. 

 

Books 
 

• Independent Reading:  We provide all students in the 3rd-grade program with four 

chapter books to read at home during the program, as well as an online booklist of the 

very best books for independent reading.  The 3rd-grade list has books at a variety of 

difficulty levels, ranging from easy chapter books to children’s novels.  This list will 

meet the independent reading needs of all third-grade students through the summer before 

fourth grade.   

 

After the program ends, parents also have the opportunity to enroll their child in an online 

Literature Program for 3rd graders, where they will continue to read and discuss great 

works of children’s literature at the appropriate level of difficulty.   The teacher describes 

the Literature Program and distributes brochures to parents in a brief meeting during the 

final lesson. 

 

• Reading Aloud:  All third-grade students enjoy and benefit from hearing children’s 

novels read aloud, and we encourage their parents to do so regularly.  We provide our 

students with a list of Children’s Novels for Reading Aloud that are wonderful works of 

children’s literature that most students at this age can’t yet read independently. 
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STAGE 3:  READING WITH ABSORPTION 
   

This stage begins when children achieve fluency in children’s novels, usually in third or fourth 

grade, although some students begin earlier and others later.  The focus of this stage of reading 

development is to do a great deal of reading in children’s novels at gradually increasing levels of 

difficulty, a process which enables a child to develop the levels of fluency and comprehension 

required to support identification and absorption.  The achievement of identification and 

absorption at the core of the reading process, i.e., at a level of automaticity, is the capstone of all 

of the early stages and sub-stages of reading development.  This achievement represents the 

culmination of the Institute’s elementary school reading programs.  It is also the foundation of all 

subsequent reading development. 

 

When students read with identification and absorption, the process is both transparent for the 

author’s vision and intrinsically pleasurable.  It is transparent in the sense that the text evokes in 

the reader’s mind an accurate representation of the story.  No skill deficit or process flaw 

interferes with the accuracy of the reader’s experience.  The process is intrinsically pleasurable 

because it is an effortless experience of participation.  No sense of labor or struggle interferes 

with the flow of experience.  

 

Virtually all American schoolchildren achieve the goals of the first two stages of reading 

development.  Participation in an Institute of Reading Development program will help a child 

achieve Stage 1 or Stage 2 goals earlier and with less struggle than they would otherwise, often 

significantly so.  But it is simply not the case that failure to participate will leave a child 

illiterate, i.e., having failed to achieve Stage 1 or Stage 2 goals.  The same, however, cannot be 

said about fulfilling the goals of Stage 3. 

 

Stage 3 is the first stage of reading development whose goals many students do not fully achieve.  

The reason is straightforward enough: many children don’t do enough reading in children’s 

novels to develop the fluency or comprehension required for identification and absorption to 

become automatic.  Why not?  The reasons can probably be grouped into three main categories.  

First, there is not general, widespread acceptance or understanding of the central importance of 

the Stage 3 goals, as there is of Stage 1 and Stage 2 goals, and consequently many schools 

require an inadequate amount of reading in children’s novels during the late elementary and 

middle school years.  Instead, school reading often focuses on short pieces or excerpts that don’t 

afford the same opportunities for absorption as children’s novels, and homework tends toward 

either non-reading assignments or reading that is focused on facts and not engaging. Second, as a 

personal activity, reading has a hard time competing with electronic media, especially video 

games, television, and the Internet.  And third, children who achieve fluency in children’s novels 

very late in elementary school have little opportunity to catch the reading bug before being 

caught up in all the competing demands of the middle school years. 

 

Against all of these powerful social forces pushing children toward lives in which reading books 

will not be important, the Institute is swimming upstream, helping children to become readers.  

On a social level it may be a quixotic endeavor; on an individual level it can make all the 

difference in the world. 
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Children who fully achieve Stage 3 goals tend to become lifelong readers.  Unfortunately, the 

reverse is also true.  We live at a time when reading is declining among every group of adult 

Americans.  The decline is precipitous among younger adults, those aged 18-34.  Young adults 

have gone from being the group that read the most in American society 20 years ago to the group 

that reads the least today.  For the first time in American history, less than half the adult 

population reads books, and among younger adults the percentage is approaching a third.       

 

So how does the Institute help individual children achieve Stage 3 goals and develop a lifelong 

love of reading?  One of the most effective ways is to help younger children accomplish Stage 1 

and Stage 2 goals in our lower-level elementary school programs.  By achieving Stage l and 

Stage 2 goals with as little struggle as possible, children learn to associate reading with pleasure, 

not frustration.  And by helping them enter Stage 3 as early as possible, and by guiding them to 

the very best children’s novels, they have the opportunity to become readers before they are 

swamped by the pressures and competing demands and opportunities of the middle school years. 

 

The second way the Institute helps children accomplish Stage 3 goals is by offering two Stage 3 

programs – our programs for entering 4th and entering 5th graders – in which our overwhelming 

focus is on helping students develop solid levels of fluency and comprehension in children’s 

novels, in order to support absorption and identification. 

 

 

PROGRAM for ENTERING 4TH GRADERS 
  

Program Goals   

In this program, students will: 

 

• Improve comprehension 

• Learn how to read textbooks and other nonfiction 

• Read more fluently and rapidly 

• Become a skilled, enthusiastic reader 

 
At-home instruction is differentiated by student skill level (4A, 4B & 4C), which is determined 

by the parent and an enrollment coordinator at the time of enrollment.   

 

Skills 

 
• Silent Reading:  This is the most important skill students practice in the program.  

Students read two full-length children’s novels during the program, both authentic 

classics: Henry Huggins, by Beverly Cleary, and The Cricket in Times Square, by George 

Selden.  These are the first children’s novels many of our students have read, and the first 

two works of great children’s literature for even more. 

 

• Comprehension:  Comprehension instruction is integrated with silent reading in every 

lesson and every home practice session. The goal is to teach a number of key 
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comprehension skills and strategies, toward helping students achieve automaticity with 

these skills as they read. 

 

As in the program for entering 3rd graders, classroom comprehension instruction is 

structured through use of a basic story grammar. Just as we differentiate several new 

story grammar elements in the 3rd-grade program as compared to the 2nd-grade program, 

we differentiate three new story grammar elements in our 4th grade program: main 

events, setting, and a book-length look at plot.  We also formally introduce the term 

“plot” at this level.  This gives us the following story grammar to structure 

comprehension discussions in the 4th-grade program: character; beginning, middle, and 

end as applied to a chapter or full-length book; plot, including a problem or a character’s 

goal that structures the narrative; setting; main events; and meaning.  As in the 3rd-grade 

program, our goal is to use story grammar to ensure solid comprehension and thus deepen 

a child’s experience of these books; it is not to provide analytical instruction in the 

elements of story grammar. 

 

We continue to use the same two instructional formats to provide comprehension 

instruction: teacher-led class-wide discussions and partner work.  As in the 3rd-grade 

program, the discussions help students understand important story elements and 

internalize the process of thinking about stories as they read.  In addition, we use 

discussions in this program to teach students to synthesize main events from the details of 

the story.  Partner work for entering 4th-graders is the same as in the 3rd grade program: 

we use partner tellbacks to help students learn to retell what they’ve just read and partner 

discussions to help students learn how to think about the meaning of the story and 

appropriate the meaning for themselves. In addition, we have 4th-grade students give 

individual tellbacks to the teacher so we can assess and support their comprehension.    

 

At home, comprehension instruction and assistance is provided for both class books 

through online Video Companions. The Video Companions feature discussions between a 

teacher and students that support comprehension and explore the meaning of each book, 

chapter by chapter.  Students watch the corresponding segment of the Video Companion 

when they finish reading a chapter in Henry Huggins or a block of chapters in The 

Cricket in Times Square.  They focus on two levels of text: the literal level, of events 

accurately related and properly sequenced; and a deeper level, of issues raised and 

reflected upon, and of questions asked of the viewer.  Watching each discussion after 

reading the corresponding chapter(s) ensures that all students have very high levels of 

comprehension during the home practice, so they can productively resume reading the 

book in class.  (Henry Huggins is used in class during Lessons 1 and 2, Cricket during 

Lessons 3, 4, and 5.)  Students also complete brief comprehension quizzes online after 

completing each week’s reading.    

 

The overriding goal of the integrated silent reading practice and comprehension 

instruction, both in class and at home, is to foster the development of the levels of fluency 

and comprehension required to support identification and absorption.  We do not want to 

distance the reader from the story through an overly analytical approach.  Rather, we 

want to support identification with a character and absorption in his experiences. 
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Absorption in a great work of children’s literature, like Henry Huggins or Cricket, is its 

own reward.  Once experienced on a daily basis over a period of four weeks, children will 

seek it out on their own.  Since both books have numerous sequels, and the booklist we 

provide offers many other books of comparable quality, we hope students will apply their 

new skills to the classic works of juvenile literature we recommend.  In many cases they 

will; these students will become readers. 

 

• Fluency and Reading Speed:  The primary way in which fourth graders develop the 

fluency necessary to support absorption is through doing a lot of reading.  The extensive 

silent reading our students do in class and at home contributes significantly to the 

development of reading fluency, and our students see noticeable improvements in reading 

speed during the program.  

 

• Nonfiction: While our main focus in the 4th-grade program is on helping students 

become absorbed in fiction, students this age also need to develop the skills to read the 

nonfiction and textbook assignments they get in school.  These students are making an 

important transition.  In the early elementary years they were focused on learning how to 

read. Now they need to use their reading skills to learn new information.   

 

Fourth graders are not yet ready for extensive training in Critical Reading (see “Stage 4” 

below), but they do benefit from direct instruction on reading and understanding 

elementary-level textbooks and nonfiction texts. Towards this end, entering 4th-graders 

complete interactive online textbook lessons each week at home.  Students receive a 

Textbooks and Nonfiction reader that includes short nonfiction passages as well as 

textbook sections.  The online lessons guide students through reading passages in the 

reader and identifying main ideas.  Teachers introduce the nonfiction lessons during the 

first class and provide reinforcement of the online instruction in subsequent lessons.      

 

• Long-Word Decoding (4A & 4B students only):  Program 4A students receive eight 

online long-word decoding  lessons (the same instruction as Program 3B students) and 

Program 4B students receive five long-word decoding lessons (the same instruction as 

Program 3C students). This instruction allows entering 4th graders to solidify the skills 

necessary to tackle the higher percentage of long words they encounter in children’s 

novels. 

  

The combination of better comprehension, greater fluency and reading speed, identification, 

and absorption leads directly to greater enjoyment of reading.  Many parents report that as a 

result of the transformed reading process, their children have much less resistance to 

homework and schoolwork in general. 

 

Books 

 
• Independent Reading: The two novels students read during the program represent a 

significant amount of reading for kids this age. For many students, reading these books 

will be the most reading they have done in any five-week period to date.  We  also 

provide all entering 4th-grade students with an online booklist of the very best books for 
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independent reading, ranging in difficulty from chapter books to children’s novels.  This 

list will meet the independent reading needs of all entering 4th graders for at least two 

years. 

 

After the program ends, parents also have the opportunity to enroll their child in an online 

Literature Program for 4th graders, where they will continue to read and discuss excellent 

works of children’s literature.   The teacher describes the Literature Programs and 

distributes brochures to parents in a brief meeting during the final lesson. 

 

• Reading Aloud:  Many 4th grade students continue to enjoy being read to from children’s 

novels even after they have achieved the goals of the third stage of reading development.  

Others lose interest once they experience absorption in children’s novels.  Many parents 

and children are not ready to let go of this dimension of their relationship even after 

reading aloud stops contributing significantly to a child’s reading development.  Our 

advice to parents: take your lead from your child and your own feelings.   

 

 

PROGRAM for ENTERING 5TH GRADERS 
  

Program Goals   

In this program, students will: 

 

• Improve comprehension 

• Learn how to read textbooks and other nonfiction 

• Read more fluently and rapidly 

• Become a skilled, enthusiastic reader 

 
At-home instruction is differentiated by student skill level (5A, 5B & 5C), which is determined 

by the parent and an enrollment coordinator at the time of enrollment.   

 

Skills 

 
• Silent Reading:  As in the 4th-grade program, silent reading is the most important skill 

our 5th-grade students practice.  Students read two full-length children’s novels during the 

program, both authentic classics: Tuck Everlasting, by Natalie Babbitt and The Lion, the 

Witch and the Wardrobe, by C.S. Lewis.  (Tuck Everlasting is used in class during 

Lessons 1 and 2, The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe during Lessons 3, 4, and 5.)   

 

• Comprehension:  Comprehension instruction in the 5th-grade program is nearly identical 

to the instruction for entering 4th-graders, including the use of tellbacks, class discussions, 

and story grammar.  This instruction is integrated with silent reading in every lesson and 

every home practice session with the same ultimate goals: to teach key comprehension 

skills and strategies, to help students achieve automaticity with these skills as they read, 

and to support the experience of absorption and identification in the class books. 
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At home, comprehension instruction for entering 5th graders is provided through 

interactive online modules that students watch after reading one or more chapters 

independently. These modules ensure that students understand the events of the story and 

also help them reflect on the deeper issues raised in each book, preparing them to 

participate meaningfully in discussions of the reading each week in class. Students also 

complete brief comprehension quizzes online after completing each week’s reading.    

 

• Fluency and Reading Speed:  Fifth graders develop the fluency necessary to support 

absorption in the same way fourth graders do: through extensive silent reading.  The 

reading our students do in class and at home during the program contributes significantly 

to the development of reading fluency and to improvements in reading speed.  

 

• Nonfiction: The goal of our nonfiction instruction in the 5th grade program is the same as 

in the 4th grade program: for students to develop the skills necessary to identify main in 

nonfiction texts and to equip students to successfully read the textbook assignments they 

receive in school. While the two programs cover the same core skills, entering 5th graders 

apply these skills in more challenging material. Teachers introduce the nonfiction lessons 

during the first class and provide reinforcement of the online instruction in subsequent 

lessons.    

 

• Long-Word Decoding (5A & 5B students only):  Program 5A & 5B students receive 

the same online long-word decoding instruction as Program 4A & 4B, respectively. This 

instruction provides the reinforcement entering 5th graders to solidify their long-word 

decoding skills. 

 

 

Books 

 
• Independent Reading:  As in the 4th grade program, the two novels our 5th grade 

students read during the program represent a significant amount of reading for kids this 

age.   We also provide all entering 5th-grade students with the same online booklist that 

students in the 4th-grade program receive.   

 

After the program ends, parents also have the opportunity to enroll their child in an online 

Literature Program for 5th graders, where they will continue to read and discuss excellent 

works of children’s literature.   The teacher describes the Literature Programs and 

distributes brochures to parents in a brief meeting during the final lesson. 
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STAGE 4:  CRITICAL READING 
 

This stage begins around the start of middle school, when children undergo transformational 

physical, emotional, and cognitive changes that continue through high school and into adulthood.  

These changes bring in their wake a new cognitive capability that first appears in middle school 

and that continues to develop throughout the secondary and postsecondary years.  This capability 

is critical consciousness, the ability to stand back and reflect on one’s own experience, to think 

abstractly and analytically.  Combined with the basic reading skills students have already 

learned, this new capability allows students to enter a new stage of reading development.  

However, this new critical reading faculty needs to be trained in order to become most useful.  

Training in critical reading is based on metacognitive techniques in which the reader learns to 

think about his own thinking processes and exercise conscious control of his learning.   

 

Stage 4 reading can be divided into two clearly defined sub-stages.  The first is represented by 

our Speed Reading and Study Skills Programs for middle school and high school students.  The 

second is represented by our Speed Reading and Comprehension Training Programs for high 

school seniors, college students, and adults.    

 

Sub-stage: Middle and High School  

 

By middle school and high school, students have reached a stage of development that allows the 

introduction of new, more advanced skills.  First, since these students have fully developed 

decoding skills and achieved fluency, they are ready to begin reading more quickly.  Reading 

quickly is a mark of a skilled reader, and a good deal of our reading instruction at this sub-stage 

focuses on reading speed.   

 

In middle school and high school, students also develop a critical consciousness that allows them 

to think abstractly about what they read and about their own learning processes.  In our programs 

for entering 6th-8th graders and entering 9th-11th graders, we teach metacognitive techniques that 

allow a reader to exert conscious control over his or her own reading.  The primary focus of 

these techniques is learning to read and study textbooks, including previewing chapters and 

sections of a textbook, reading a section within a chapter, and taking notes while reading.  The 

techniques include the ability to recognize how material is organized; the ability to determine 

and synthesize main ideas; the ability to relate details to main ideas; the ability to monitor 

comprehension and adjust reading speed or reread when necessary; the ability to take notes; and 

the ability to study notes for a test.   

 

The Institute’s middle school and high school programs are not focused solely on developing this 

critical capability, however.  Rather, they have the dual objectives of developing both Stage 3 

and Stage 4 reading, for two reasons: 

 

First, many students begin middle school or high school without having achieved the levels of 

fluency and comprehension required for the achievement of the Stage 3 goal of reading with 

absorption.  That is to say, these students read very slowly, without solid levels of fluency or 

comprehension, without absorption, and without an automatic and accurate flow of 

understanding while reading.  Without the experience of absorption in literature, they are less 
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likely to read for pleasure and thus less likely to reap the benefits, cognitive and otherwise, of 

such reading.  By helping our students increase their comprehension and reading speed to the 

levels required to support identification and absorption, we help them become readers.  Even if a 

student never develops more than a rudimentary set of Stage 4 skills, he will very likely become 

a lifelong reader if he achieves the goals of the third stage of reading development. 

 

Our second reason for having dual objectives is that it is difficult to achieve the goals of Stage 4 

without having achieved the goals of Stage 3.  Lacking the levels of fluency and comprehension 

gained from achieving the goals of Stage 3, students find themselves unequal to the demands 

placed on them by Stage 4 reading.  In other words, while all middle school and high school 

students are capable of the critical consciousness characteristic of Stage 4, many do not have the 

Stage 3 foundation of fluency and comprehension required to fully develop this capability.  Once 

Stage 3 goals are achieved, students have a much more solid base on which to build Stage 4 

skills. 

 

The best way to develop the levels of fluency and comprehension required for challenging 

nonfiction reading is by doing a great deal of reading in juvenile literature, where the rewards are 

intrinsic to the process.  That’s why the majority of the instructional time in our middle school 

and high school programs is devoted to Stage 3 reading in literature.  Stage 3 instruction occurs 

primarily in the literature component of these programs.  Stage 4 goals are addressed in textbook 

chapters and nonfiction passages that reflect the content-area reading assigned in social studies, 

science, and history.  

 

Note: Metacognitive skills are introduced only to the extent appropriate to students’ developing 

cognitive capabilities.  Entering 6th-8th graders learn basic metacognitive skills, while the Stage 4 

reading skills taught to Entering 9th-11th graders are commensurate with high school students’ 

more advanced level of cognitive development.   

 

Sub-stage: College and Adult 

 

As students move from adolescence into adulthood, their critical consciousness grows, and they 

become capable of more advanced abstract and analytical thinking about both text and the 

reading process itself.  Students in our college and adult classes also have a much-increased 

capacity for faster reading speeds and critical engagement with the ideas in what they read.   

 

Our programs for high school seniors, college students, and adults represent the culmination of 

the multi-year process of learning to apply critical consciousness to challenging reading.  While 

our middle school and high school programs have the dual objectives of developing Stage 3 and 

Stage 4 reading skills, our college and adult programs focus on the development of Stage 4 skills.  

A metacognitive approach, in which students take a step back and think about their own reading 

process, forms the core of the curriculum in these programs.  Here, our focus is on exercising 

conscious control of the reading process, as well as on making substantial gains in reading speed.   

 

Because of students’ increased capacity for metacognitive thinking, decision-making is a major 

focus of these programs.  We teach students to make active choices about when and how to use 

program skills, based on reader’s purpose (why they’re reading the material) and on features of 
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the material like length and difficulty level.  Questions we encourage students to ask themselves 

include:  What parts of the material do I need to read very carefully, and what parts can I skim or 

even skip altogether?  Which skills will be useful as I read?  How fast can I read this material?  

 

These programs teach many of the same analytical skills as our middle school and high school 

programs.  However, here we take these skills to a more advanced level, taking into account 

older students’ increased capacity for nuance and metacognitive thinking.  For example, in the 

middle school and high school programs, we teach fixed steps for previewing particular kinds of 

material, such as a textbook chapter.  However, in our programs for college students and adults, 

we teach a more flexible approach that encourages students to decide for themselves what they 

should preview in any given reading.  Another example: in the middle school and high school 

programs, we teach students to follow the development of ideas in what they’re reading.  In our 

college and adult programs, we take this one step further, teaching students to build an 

“organizational map” that lays out what the author is trying to accomplish in each part of a book 

or article.   

 

Our Speed Reading and Comprehension Training Programs also focus heavily on critical 

reading.  Reading critically means bringing your own thoughts and opinions to what you read.  

We encourage students to think of reading as engaging in a mental conversation with the 

author—they’re not merely absorbing what the author has to say, they’re contributing their own 

thoughts and ideas, bringing past experiences and knowledge to bear on their reading, etc.  

 

The techniques we teach in these programs cover a much wider range of materials and reading 

situations.  We continue to teach techniques for reading in textbooks, but also add narrative non-

fiction, technical nonfiction, and journal articles to the mix.  Eighty percent of the instructional 

time in the adult program is devoted to nonfiction.  The other 20% of instructional time focuses 

on literature.   

 

 

PROGRAM for ENTERING 6TH-8TH GRADERS 

 

Program Goals   

In this program, students will: 

 

• Double reading speed 

• Improve comprehension in fiction and nonfiction 

• Learn how to read and study textbooks 

• Enjoy reading more 

 

Skills 
 

• Literature:  Students read one substantial work in the literature portion of the program, 

Banner in the Sky by James Ramsey Ullman.  They spend a significant amount of class 

time reading Banner each week; they also read Banner for home practice during the four 

weeks of the program, finishing the book in Lesson 5.  Banner is a long work, 274 text 
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pages, but the time students will spend reading this work is justified by the compelling 

coming-of-age story it tells – a story students respond to with great enthusiasm.  As with 

the 4th- and 5th-grade students, we believe that after experiencing identification and 

absorption daily for 4 weeks in a great work of juvenile literature, many middle school 

students will want to replicate the experience on their own.  Since we provide these 

students with a booklist filled with works of comparable quality and interest, we hope 

many of our students will become lifelong readers as a result of their experience in this 

program. 

 

• Comprehension:  Comprehension instruction in the literature portion of the 6th-8th grade 

program looks a lot like the 4th and 5th grade programs, except the students and the book 

are more advanced. The intent is to teach key comprehension skills toward helping 

students achieve automaticity with these skills, i.e., the levels of fluency and 

comprehension required to support identification and absorption.  Our goal in literature 

instruction at this and all program levels is to help students become absorbed in their 

reading – an experience that would be compromised were we to take an overly analytical 

approach.  

 

We continue to use a basic story grammar to structure the comprehension instruction, 

using the same essential elements as in the 4th and 5th grade programs.  The most 

significant differentiation that occurs in this program has to do with a more complex 

consideration of plot.  Students learn that plot has to do with the problems or conflicts 

faced by a character as he tries to achieve a goal, and how those conflicts are resolved.   

 

We continue to use the two instructional formats used in the programs for entering 3rd, 

4th, and 5th graders—teacher-led class-wide discussions and partner discussions—to 

provide comprehension instruction, and these discussions accomplish the same goals as 

in the younger programs.  At this level, we also add an additional discussion format: 

point-counterpoint discussion.  These debate-style discussions fulfill similar purposes as 

the other discussions while also helping to ensure that multiple viewpoints get out into 

the room.  Finally, in order to assess and support students’ comprehension, we continue 

to have students give one-on-one tellbacks to the teacher.  

 

In each of the home practice sessions during the program, students read one chapter of 

Banner and complete a corresponding chapter module on the program website.  In the 

final home practice session of each week, students also complete a brief comprehension 

quiz on that week’s reading.  Chapter modules, some of which are interactive, ensure that 

all students have a high level of comprehension in Banner, so they can productively 

resume reading the book in the next lesson.  Because of the comprehension support we 

provide in class and at home, students are also able to engage in very penetrating 

discussions about the book throughout the program.  Many students in our 6th-8th grade 

program have never read a book with the substance and length of Banner; the 

identification and absorption they experience in this work will encourage more reading in 

comparable books. 
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• Reading Speed:  Increasing reading speed is one of the primary goals of our middle 

school program.  Reading quickly and fluently in both fiction and nonfiction is one mark 

of a skilled reader.  Reading too slowly means that reading speed is significantly lower 

than a student’s ability to cognitively process relatively easy text, e.g., most juvenile 

literature.  In this case, and especially when reading speed is lower than speaking rate, a 

reader’s attention tends to wander, and he or she will not experience the levels of 

comprehension and fluency necessary to support absorption.  In this program, we teach 

students a hand-eye underlining technique that helps them read more quickly and guide 

them towards making appropriate speed increases.  Virtually all of our middle school 

students increase their reading speed by between 50 and 200 words per minute during the 

program. 

 

• Textbooks:  Students work in two textbook chapters – a science chapter during the first 

half of the program and a history chapter during the second half.  We teach students to 

use the organizational cues provided in the text to help organize the reading and study of 

the material.  Students learn how to systematically approach a chapter, how to recognize 

its sections, subsections and sub-subsections, how to read through a section, how to take 

notes while reading, and how to review notes for a test.  Central to these lessons is 

learning strategies for identifying main ideas at the level of the paragraph.  Textbook 

instruction is delivered through interactive online lessons and direct instruction in class. 

 

Books   

 
We provide all 6th-8th grade students with an online booklist of great books appropriate for 

middle school students.  The list is divided into five sub-lists, each focusing on one category of 

juvenile literature: Adventure, Mystery, Fantasy, Historical Fiction, and Realism.  Within each 

sub-list, books are organized by level of difficulty.   

 

The booklist is wide and deep enough to meet the interests and reading development needs of all 

of our 6th-8th grade students. Each student can use it to choose books at the appropriate level of 

difficulty from the category or categories that interest him or her most.  In this way, we 

encourage our students to continue reading great juvenile literature after the program has ended. 

 

After the program ends, parents also have the opportunity to enroll their child in a grade-specific 

online Literature Program, where they will continue to read and discuss excellent works of 

literature.   The teacher describes the Literature Programs and distributes brochures to parents in 

a brief meeting during the final lesson. 
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PROGRAM for ENTERING 9TH-11TH GRADERS 

   

Program Goals   

In this program, students will: 

 

• Double reading speed 

• Improve comprehension in fiction and nonfiction 

• Learn how to read and study textbooks 

• Enjoy reading more 

 

Skills 
 

• Literature:  Students read a variety of works in the literature portion of the program, 

including short stories and excerpts from longer novels.  They spend a significant amount 

of class time reading each week, and they also read for home practice during the four 

weeks of the program.  Over the program, students are exposed to a range of high quality 

literature at an appropriate level of challenge for 9th-11th graders .  As in our middle 

school program, we believe that after experiencing identification and absorption regularly 

for 4 weeks in great works of literature, many students will want to replicate the 

experience on their own.  Since we provide all students with a booklist filled with great 

works of high quality and interest, we hope many of our students will become lifelong 

readers as a result of their experience in this program.  

 

• Comprehension:  Comprehension instruction in the literature portion of the high school 

program looks a lot like the middle school program, except that once again the students 

and the book are more advanced. The intent is to teach key comprehension skills toward 

helping students achieve automaticity with these skills, i.e., the levels of fluency and 

comprehension required to support identification and absorption.  Our goal in literature 

instruction at this and all program levels is to help students become absorbed in their 

reading − an experience that would be compromised were we to take an overly analytical 

approach.  

 

We use the same story grammar that we use in the 6th-8th grade program to structure the 

comprehension instruction.  We also continue to use same instructional formats to 

provide comprehension instruction and support: teacher-led class-wide discussions, 

point-counterpoint discussions, partner work, and one-one-one tellbacks with the teacher.  

We have the same goals for these instructional formats as in the 6th-8th grade program.  

 

In the home practice sessions during the program, students read an assigned portion of 

literature, and once a week they take an online comprehension quiz.  Completing this 

work as part of home practice, along with the support we provide in class, ensures that all 

students have very high levels of comprehension so they can engage in penetrating 

classroom discussions about the literature throughout the program.  The identification and 

absorption they experience in the works they read in class and at home will encourage 

more reading in comparable books. 
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• Reading Speed:  Increasing reading speed is one of the primary goals of our high school 

program.  Reading quickly and fluently in both fiction and nonfiction is one mark of a 

skilled reader.  Reading too slowly means that reading speed is significantly lower than a 

student’s ability to cognitively process relatively easy text, e.g., most juvenile literature.  

In this case, and especially when reading speed is lower than speaking rate, a reader’s 

attention tends to wander, and he or she will not experience the levels of comprehension 

and fluency necessary to support absorption.  In this program, we teach students two 

hand-eye underlining techniques that enable them to read them more quickly and coach 

them on making appropriate gains in reading speed. Virtually all of our high school 

students increase their reading speed by between 50 and 200 words per minute during the 

program. 

 

• Textbooks:  Our approach to textbooks in the 9th-11th grade program is similar to and 

builds on our approach in the 6th-8th grade program in order to meet the needs of older 

students who are ready to work in more challenging material.   Our high school students 

also work in two textbooks chapters – one from a biology textbook and another from a 

history textbook.  Both texts are more challenging than the chapters middle school 

students read.  The instructional focus in the high school textbook lessons is to use the 

organizational cues provided in the text to help organize the reading and study of the 

material.  Students learn how to systematically approach a chapter, how to recognize its 

major sections, how to read a major section, how to take notes while reading, and how to 

review notes for a test.  Central to these lessons is learning how to process relatively 

dense information at the level of the paragraph.  As in the middle school program, the 

textbook instruction is delivered through interactive online lessons and direct instruction 

in class. 

 

Books 

 
We provide all entering 9th-11th graders with an online booklist of great books appropriate for 

high school students.  The list is organized similarly to the middle school booklist, with one 

additional category: Literature.   

 

The booklist is wide and deep enough to meet the interests and reading development needs of all 

9th-11th grade students. Each student can use it to choose books at the appropriate level of 

difficulty from the category or categories that interest him or her most.  In this way, we 

encourage our students to continue reading great juvenile literature after the program has ended. 

 

After the program ends, parents also have the opportunity to enroll their child in a grade-specific 

online Literature Program, where they will continue to read and discuss excellent works of 

literature.   The teacher describes the Literature Programs and distributes brochures to parents in 

a brief meeting during the final lesson. 
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PROGRAM for ENTERING 12TH GRADERS, COLLEGE STUDENTS, AND 

ADULTS  
 

Program Goals   

In this program, students will learn to: 

 

• Double reading speed 

• Increase comprehension, concentration and retention 

• Enjoy reading more 

 

The program for entering 12th graders, college students, and adults does not currently have an 

online component. All instruction is delivered by teachers in class, and all home practice is done 

in the primary course book (Blink, by Malcolm Gladwell) and in students’ own reading 

materials. 

 

Nonfiction Skills   

 
The skills taught in the Program for Entering 12th graders, College Students, and Adults fall into 

four categories: speed reading, previewing, reporting, and analytical reading.   

 

• Reading Speed:  This is a speed reading program; for many of our students, increasing 

reading speed is the primary reason for enrolling in the course.  To this end, students 

learn several hand-eye reading and skimming techniques that enable them to increase 

their reading speed.  Virtually all students in this program double their reading speed in 

their most challenging reading.  In easier reading, students triple their speed.  Under the 

guidance and encouragement of the teacher, students monitor their own level of 

comprehension at different rates of speed and learn how to make appropriate adjustments.  

One of the many choices students learn to make is how quickly they want or need to get 

through a reading task, and what level of comprehension is satisfactory. 

 

• Previewing Techniques:  As in the middle school and high school programs, students in 

the adult program learn to preview material before they read in order to set themselves up 

for good comprehension, concentration, and recall.  We teach students to adapt their 

previews to various kinds of nonfiction reading, but always to look at the beginning and 

end of the material, as well as some of what comes in between.  They learn to look for 

information about author and subject, as well as to reflect on both author’s purpose and 

on their own reader’s purpose.  Students use information gathered in a preview to think 

about the organization of the book (how information will be presented), and also to 

determine whether there are parts of the book that, based on their reader’s purpose, they 

don’t need to read.   

 

• Reporting Techniques:  Reporting techniques help students keep track of and recall 

information as they read.  They include techniques for orally working through material, 

such as tellbacks, as well as note-taking techniques.  Students learn to use reporting 

techniques to actively work through authors’ ideas.  This enables them to read 
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challenging material with a high level of comprehension.  Many reporting techniques in 

this program, such as tellbacks and note-taking in textbooks, are expanded and/or more 

advanced versions of those taught in the middle school and high school programs.  

Students also learn and practice more advanced reporting skills, such as main idea 

summaries, in which they summarize the main idea of each paragraph after they finish 

reading it.   

 

• Analytical Reading:  One key aspect of reading smarter is taking active control of your 

reading.  The analytical reading approach we teach in this program helps students 

mentally organize information, make decisions about their reading, and engage critically 

with what they read.  Analytical reading means integrating speed reading, previewing, 

and reporting skills into an active, flexible approach that takes into account both reader’s 

purpose and the material being read.  In any written text, the author presents an idea or 

ideas, develops that idea, and finally resolves it in some way.  Students learn to build 

organizational maps as they read, in order to follow this development of ideas across 

sections, chapters, and entire books.   

 

 

Literature 

 
Twenty percent of the adult program is spent reading and discussing literature.  In one half of 

Lesson 3 and one half of Lesson 4, students select and read a different excerpt from a work of 

literature found on our Lifetime Reading List. After reading, they informally discuss the excerpt 

in small groups.  Literature lessons at this level have three goals: first, for students to have an 

enjoyable experience reading literature; second, to give students a taste of what is in the booklist 

and pique their interest; and third, to allow students to practice speed reading.  The emphasis of 

this lesson is on a Stage 3 approach to reading—students are reading primarily for enjoyment, 

absorption, and identification with the characters, not to develop their critical consciousness.   

 

We provide all students in this program with our Lifetime Reading List, which lists and annotates 

over 1000 excellent fiction and nonfiction books. The Lifetime Reading List is divided into two 

parts: Part 1, “Contemporary Fiction and Nonfiction,” which lists contemporary fiction in 7 

categories and contemporary nonfiction in 13 categories; and Part 2, “The Humanities: History, 

Biography, and the Classics,” which lists many of the most accessible classics of Western and 

World literature, as well as histories and biographies that help contextualize that literature, or 

that can be read on their own.   

 
Note:  Our fall weekend classes for college students have the same goals and teach the same 

techniques as our regular classes for high school seniors, college students, and adults.  However, 

these fall classes focus more on techniques that are particularly useful to college students.  
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APPENDIX 1:  CORRESPONDENCE BETWEEN INSTITUTE 

PROGRAMS & THE STAGES OF READING DEVELOPMENT  
 

 

 

Program/ Grade Students  Stage of Reading 

Enter in Fall Development 
        

Elementary School Programs 

4-year-olds (preschool) & 1 Learning to Read   
kindergarten        

1st grade 1 Learning to Read   

2nd grade 1 Learning to Read   

3rd grade 2 Developing Independent Reading Skills 

4th grade 3 Reading with Absorption 

5th grade 3 Reading with Absorption 

Speed Reading & Study Skills Programs 

6th-8th grade 
3 and 

4 
Reading with Absorption and Critical 
Reading 

9th- 11th grade 
3 and 

4 
Reading with Absorption and Critical 
Reading 

Speed Reading & Comprehension Training Programs 

12th grade, college & adult 4 Critical Reading   

Fall Weekend classes on 
college campuses 

4 Critical Reading  
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APPENDIX 2:  STAGE 3 READING DEVELOPMENT IN THE 

INSTITUTE’S CURRICULUM 
 

Stage 1 reading development, Learning to Read, begins when children are 4 or 5 years old and 

start to learn their letters.  Stage 2 reading development, Developing Independent Reading Skills, 

begins when children achieve fluency in Easy Readers.  Stage 3 reading development, Reading 

with Absorption, begins when children achieve fluency in children’s novels.                  

      

Stage 3 reading development in the Institute’s curriculum is about books.  Not just any books, 

but the best books available for young people.  It’s about the formative experience of being 

absorbed in these works.  It’s about what makes a great work of juvenile literature.  It’s about 

helping students engage great books for pleasure and meaning.                   

 

What does it mean to be absorbed in a story?  How does it foster intellectual, spiritual, and 

character formation?  Why is it the central goal of the Institute’s programs for entering 4th and 

entering 5th graders, and one of two central goals of the programs for entering 6th-8th and entering 

9th-11th graders? 

 

An absorbed reader identifies with an author’s main character and imaginatively participates in 

the character’s experiences and adventures.  Absorbed reading is an effortless flow of 

experience, the character’s experience in the imaginatively recreated world of the book.   

 

When this level of reading ability is brought to the classics of juvenile literature, the resulting 

experiences make a lasting impact.  For example, in J.R.R. Tolkien’s The Fellowship of the Ring, 

the reader becomes Frodo of the Shire, embarks with eight companions on a dangerous quest, 

keeps on against all odds, only to have his own personal failure at the end redeemed through the 

unintended help of one of the most pitiable characters in all literature.  Frodo struggles and 

suffers, fails often, despairs, yet perseveres.  He finds help in unexpected places, from the lowly 

to the highest.  His adventures take him to places of indescribable beauty and horrifying 

desolation.  The fate of the world rests on his shoulders; his adventure leaves him changed in 

some ineffable way, humbled, weaker, yet translucent for the spirit that animates him.   

 

A good reader doesn’t just enjoy The Fellowship of the Ring; a good reader is changed by the 

experience.  Tolkien’s values, his understanding, his humanity, his faith, these things are 

vicariously experienced by the young person as his own.  Think about Frodo’s perseverance.  

Young people need to learn to persevere in their studies, in their work, in personal relationships.  

But it’s hard; we all want things to go easy, we’re all tempted to quit when things get tough.  

Frodo didn’t quit, and the reader who identifies with him and who is absorbed in his adventures 

will experience Frodo’s perseverance as his own. 

 

Or think about Frodo’s compassion.  Compassion makes us human, but the route to compassion 

leads through suffering.  Frodo starts out no more compassionate than any other, self-centered 

young person.  Yet at the very center of the story is his compassion for Gollum, a terribly 

disturbed, unhappy creature who struggles throughout the book with the evil that threatens to 

possess his soul.  The reader who identifies with Frodo will experience Frodo’s compassion as 

his own, and he will be subtly changed by the experience. 
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Think about Frodo’s hope.  He doesn’t have much, just enough to keep going.  But he gets a lot 

of help along the way, and always manages to overcome the obstacles in his path.  The help is 

critical; he could not possibly succeed without Sam, or Aragorn, or Gandalf, or even Gollum.  

But there is a sense of something greater helping him, a providential force, which asks more of 

him than he thinks he can accomplish, but which in the end sees him through to success in his 

mission.  The little kernel of hope in Frodo’s soul, which he never abandons, blossoms into the 

full radiance of hope fulfilled.  And the young person who identifies with Frodo finds that the 

hope in his own soul is strengthened, a hope tempered by the intuited understanding that much 

will be asked of him. 

 

Great juvenile literature carries the highest values in our civilization, and transmits them to our 

children.  In the discussions above I focused on perseverance, and compassion, and hope. I could 

just as easily have focused on courage or trust or humility.  The key is that great juvenile 

literature makes no attempt to present these values and truths through moralistic lectures.  

Instead, they are transmitted through an imaginative representation of human experience that 

captures a reader’s imagination and engages him emotionally.  The young person is shaped from 

the inside out, not from the top down. 

 

Good, age-appropriate literature can help form a young person’s soul.  These great and good 

books help us, as parents and teachers, guide young people to the higher values and truths in life.  

And we know that development toward these higher things is not a given, not in our world today, 

not ever.  It’s a joy to be a parent, to watch our children grow, but it’s always challenging and 

often hard.  We need all the help we can get. 

 

The books we recommend to our students portray characters, problems, and situations that are 

intuitively comprehensible to a young reader, and important.  Important because they creatively 

depict situations and issues that are of real concern to every young person.  Growing up, 

becoming independent, facing fear, achieving success, dealing with friends, overcoming 

adversity—if discussed directly or realistically, these issues can be a turn-off, but when 

creatively embedded in a work of imaginative literature they are reassuring and meaningful.  

Reading books of this quality will give young people a vision of successfully negotiating 

childhood and adolescence and coming out okay—competent, confident, part of a community.   

  

Perhaps even more important to a young reader than these developmental issues are the deeper, 

spiritual issues—maintaining personal integrity in the face of challenge and temptation, 

connecting to the deepest and highest aspects of one’s self, acknowledging weakness and flaws, 

finding and then not straying from the right path through life.  The key issue is meaning—

finding real meaning in literature that points to real meaning in life.  Young people yearn for real 

experience, authenticity, significance; the best literature for young people satisfies that yearning 

while helping to keep that hunger alive in their souls. 

 

Another way of looking at this aspect of the reading experience is to put it in terms of 

transcendence.  Through great literature young people transcend the limitations of their 

existence—the young person who has never been out of the projects can explore the world, 

someone who has never known family security and love can find it in a book, an adolescent 

filled with fear about dangerous or challenging circumstances can find courage and hope. 
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There is another dimension to good juvenile literature every bit as important as spiritual depth 

and meaningful issues imaginatively represented.  That, of course, is literary quality—the level 

of imagination and symbolization, richness of detail, sensitivity of characterization, depth of plot, 

effectiveness of language, and overall artistic achievement.  Literature is an art form, so in the 

end we’re also talking about beauty. 

 

The booklists we provide students in 4th grade and up are filled with great, age-appropriate 

literature.  We have devoted great efforts to finding the very best books ever written for young 

people.  These lists are filled with books that will transport young readers out of themselves, out 

of their worlds, into realms of imagination in which they contact the deepest forces in reality 

represented in ways that are engaging and edifying. 

 

Once fluency in children’s novels is achieved, it’s a good thing for our students to read the books 

we recommend.  It’s even better if they can read them with good comprehension, which is where 

the Institute’s comprehension instruction comes in.  When you were a child, did you ever have 

the experience of reading the first quarter of a book or so and feeling confused about the 

characters or the story?  Thinking back over the best juvenile literature you read, do you think 

you got the full meaning from the books?  In the literature portions of class, our teachers mediate 

the meaning of the books our students read.  One of the most important goals of these classes is 

to teach students how to discover the meaning for themselves. 

 

Literature instruction in our programs is discussion-centered.  Through discussion, students 

engage the books in the curriculum on important and appropriate levels, from surface details 

about characters and events to the deeper meaning inherent in the characters’ experiences and 

suggested by the resolution of the major plot elements in the story.  To promote and direct 

discussion productively, we provide our teachers with discussion questions and guidance for 

every reading assignment in every book in the curriculum. 

 

Following is an example of questions and discussion guidance we use in the Banner in the Sky 

portion of Lesson 1 in the middle school program.  The questions and discussion guidance that 

follow display this dimension of our approach to teaching comprehension.  

 

Questions the teacher asks are signified by the word ASK in bold print, while other bold print 

indicates instructions for the teacher.  Italicized text following the teacher’s questions represents 

the answers teachers aim to elicit from students.   

 

 

ASK: What is Rudi like? How can you tell by what he says and does? 

• Courageous & adventurous 

o Doesn't think twice about climbing alone.   

o Doesn’t let small size keep him from climbing.   

• Loves climbing  - explore how Rudi feels when he’s climbing 

• Irresponsible/reckless 

o Cuts work without getting permission or telling anyone where he’s going. 
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ASK: Where/when does this story take place? 

• Kurtal, a village in the Swiss Alps, in 1865. 

• Citadel is only unconquered mountain near Rudi’s village. 

 
Read aloud paragraph on p. 18 beginning with “It stood up like a monument”.  

 

ASK:  Why does the Citadel hold such power over Rudi’s imagination?  

• He’s inspired by the challenge 

o Citadel hasn’t been conquered  

• Rudi's father died while trying to climb Citadel.   

• Beauty & majesty of Citadel draw Rudi.    

o Suggest to students that there may be something inside all of us that is drawn 

to the majestic, beautiful, and magnificent. 

o Invite students to share an example of a beautiful natural sight they’ve seen 

and/or share your own example. 

 

 
As you see, our questions are not primarily questions of fact.  Instead, they ask students to 

respond personally to the material they’ve read, and reflect on the deeper issues that are raised.  

At times we need to raise points that students have missed; other times we have to close off 

spirited discussion in order to move on.  The discussions move back and forth on two levels:  the 

literal level, of events retold in proper sequence, and a deeper level, of issues raised and reflected 

upon.  We hope that students learn to engage literature at the level of meaning, and appropriate 

meaning for themselves. 

 

Because the goal of our literature instruction is to enhance understanding and engagement with 

the story from the inside, we do not introduce terms or methods to analyze stories. We want our 

students to become absorbed in their reading and to identify with characters, an experience that 

would be compromised were we to take an overly analytical approach.  

 

Book discussions of this kind reinforce the formative effects of the literature.  Remember, we are 

referring to good juvenile literature, which means it is full of the kind of meaning that young 

readers crave.  They come to the program wanting to know how to find meaning and authenticity 

in their own lives, and how to overcome obstacles and avoid the false paths that lead to banality 

and meaninglessness.  That is what these books are about, so that is what the discussions will be 

about.  The discussions have intrinsic value as time well spent, and they have developmental 

value as our students explore and embrace the higher values they can access through literature. 

 

 


