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The purpose of this observational study was Lo describe the
comprehension instruction which oceurs during formal
reading classes in elementary schools. Previous research
investigating classroom comprehension instruction has
generated a concern about the quality and quantity of such
instruction. After conducting an extensive observational
study, Durkin {1979) reported that: a. practically no
comprehension instruction was done in c¢lassrooms and that
comprehension assessment was the predominant activity; b.
that teachers neglected comprehension because they were too
busy teaching phonics, structural analysis or word meanings,
and; c. that teachers were assignment givers and checkers,

Hodges (1980), however, has questioned both Durkin's
definition of comprehension and the way in which she
operationalized it in her scheme for categorizing teaching
behavior. The present investigation was designed to provide
more direct observational data about reading instruction in
order to determine the validity of Durkin’s findings,

The research design used in this study differed from that
used by Durkin in two major respects. First, because Durkin's
definition of comprehension was generally criticized as too
narrow and confining, the definition of comprehension in-
struction was broadened. Also, teachers from four grade
levels in elementary schools were observed rather than having
observations from only one grade level as Durkin did.

PRCCEDURE

Subjects

The subjects for this study were 16 certified elementary
classroom teachers, 4 each from grades kindergarten, 2, 4,
and 6. Each of the teachers was chosen randomly from a pool
of all grade level teachers in a suburban school district in
Texas. Each teacher randomly selected was asked to par-
ticipate in the study. 1t had been planned that if a teacher
refused to participate, an alternate would be chosen,
However, all of the first 16 teachers selected agreed to par-
ticipate in the study.
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Observation Schedule

Each of the 16 teachers was observed during three 60
minute periods during the regularly scheduled reading classes.
Because reading classes were longer than an hour, the ob-
servalion times were scheduled to sample each section of the
reading periods. The observations were made on three suc-
cessive school days, with almost all of the observations done
on either a Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, or a Tuesday,
Wednesday, Thursday cycle. A total of 48 hours of ob-
servation (ime was included in the study.

The observations were made by two university faculty
members and two doctoral students in reading education. The
use of four observers made it possible to have each teacher
observed by three different rescarchers. All observations were
made between October 20, 1980 and November 14, 1980,

Ooservation Instrumentation

The observation instrument used in this study was a
modification of that used by Durkin in her 1979 study.
Because the researchers felt that the comprehension in-
struction category defined by Durkin as '‘the teacher does
something to help one or more children understand more than
a single word'' was 100 vague, nine specific categories include:

|- Comprehension instruction/assignment checks—Teacher says
or does something to help one or more students understand more
than a single word by directing an activity in which he/she checks a
class or homework assignment by explaining wrong answers, ex-
panding on correcl answers, questioning, discussing the assign-
ment.

%, Comprehension instruction/applicatien—Teacher says or
does something ta help one or more students understand more than
a single word by directing an aetivity which provides practice of
concepts previously taught. (Ex. guestioning, discussion.)

3. Comprehension insiruction/helps with assignment—Teacher
says or does something to help one or more students understand
more than a single word by assisting one or more studenis with an
assignmenl that focuses on comprehension of connected text. (Ex,

~asking questions, suggesting that parts be reread, asking for
paraphrases.) :

4, Comprehension instruction/prediction—Teacher says or does
something 1o help one or more students understangd more than g
singte word by directing one or more students to predict outeomes
in text or verbal discourse,

5. Comprehension insiruction/preparation—Teacher says or
does something to help one or more students understand more than
a single word by preparing one or more students to read text
through directing attention {o vocabulary, eliciting children's
experiences, or attempting to motivate the children,

6. Comprehension instrugtion/strategies—Teacher says or does
something lo help a student understand more than a single word by
giving specific information on how to identify a main idea, find a
lopic sentence, skim a paragraph, locate information, elc.

7. Comprehension instruction/review—Teacher says or does
something to help one or more students undersiand more than a
single word by reviewing or repeating earlier instruction,

8. Comprehension Assessment-~Teacher asks questons to
determine comprehension af connected text,

9, Comprehension/gives assignment—Teacher gives an
assignment which will require students to understand connected
text,

The other categories inchuded in the observation instrument

were the same as those used by Durkin. The general categories
used included phonics and structural analysis, silent reading,
aral reading, teacher reads aloud, transitional activities, and
non-instructional activities.

The observational focus was the specific teacher behavior
during reading instruction. The observed behavior was coded
by the observer and the recordings were made in-terms of real
time by seconds. This procedure made it possible to analyze
total time spent on specific activities and to determine per-
centages of instructional time devoted to specific teaching
activities.
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Observer Training

All four observers had participated in the rewriting of the
observation instrument. Therefore, each observer was already
very familiar with the coding system used on the instrument.
However, in order to ensure observer consistency in coding
behaviors, twenty hours of training time were spent observing
video tapes and actual classroom reading lessons. After the
observations were completed, observers’ codings were
compared and discussed until uniformity of coding was
achieved,

RESULTS

After the observations were completed, a summary sheet
which listed the amount of time spent in each of the various
instructional activities was compiled for each subject. The
percentage of total reading classtime spent in each activity was
also calculated. The summary sheets for each teacher were
then compiled intc summary sheets for each grade level. The
specific observation reports were also studied in order to
determine specific patterns of teaching activity,

The analysis of the summary sheets compiled from all of
the grade level reports showed that an average of 32% of the
instructional time during the formal reading instruction was
spent in some form of comprehension instruction; 35% of the
instructional time was spent in teaching phonic and structural
analysis; 8% of the time was spent in silent reading; 4% of the
time was spent in oral reading; 2% of the time the teacher
read to the children; and 19% of the time was spent in
transitional and non-instructional activities.

When the results were analyzed by grade level, it was found
that in sixth grade 49% of the instructional time was spent in
comprehension activities; 18% of the time was spent in
phonics and structural analysis; 12% of the time was spent in
silent reading; 2% of the time was spent in oral reading; and
19%, of the time was spent in non-instructional activities,

At the fourth grade level, 44% of the instructional time was
spent in comprehension activities; 20% of the time was spent
in phonics and structural analysis; 9% of the time was spent in
silent reading, 3% of the time was spent in oral reading; and
24% of the time was spent in non-instructional activities.

At the second grade level, 31% of the instructjonal time was
spent in comprehension activities; 32% of the time was spent
in phonics and structural analysis; 11% of the time was spent
in silent reading; 13% of the time was spent in oral reading;
and 13% of the time was spent in non-instructional activities,

At the kindergarten level, 3% of the instructional time was
spent in comprehension activities; 68% of the time was spent
in phonics and structural analysis; the teacher read aloud 9%
of the time; and 20% of the time was spent in non-
instructional activities.

Because the major focus of the study was comprehension
instruction, an analysis was also made of the specific types of
comprehension instruction used by teachers. The results of the
comprehension analysis showed that teachers spent 319 of the
2,880 minutes teaching comprehension,

The comprehension categories coded in the study were
Comprehension Assessment, Comprehension Assignment,
Comprehension  Application, Comprehension Aid on
Assignment, Comprehension Review, Comprehension
Prediction, Comprehension Preparation, Comprehension
Strategies, and Comprehension Assignment Check.

Of the 919 minutes of comprehension teaching, 186 minutes
of instruction were classified as Comprehension Assessment;
179 minutes were classified as Comprehension Application;
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134 minutes were classifed as Comprehension Assignment
Check; 108 minutes were classified as Comprehension Aid on
Assignment; 104 minutes were classified as Comprehension
Strategies; 70 minutes were classified as Comprehension
Assignment; 65 minutes were classified as Comprehension
Preparation; 51 minutes were classified as Comprehension
Review; and 22 minutes were classified as Comprehension
Prediction.

The percentage of total comprehension instruction time for
each comprehension category was also calculated, The largest
percentage of teaching time was devoted to Comprehension
Assessment (20%). Comprehension Application was taught
19% of the time; Comprehension Assigpnments were checked
during 15% of the time; Comprehension Aid on Assignments
was given 12% of the time; Comprehension Strategies were
taught 11% of the time; Comprehension Assignments were
given during 8% of the time; Comprehension Preparation was
done 7% of the time; Comprehension Review was done 6% of
the time; and Comprehension Prediction was taught 2% of
the time.

DISCUSSION

The first major finding of this study was that teachers
spend an average of 32% of formal reading instruction
classtime leaching comprehension, Alse, the amount of
comprehension instruction ingreases substantially as the grade
leve! increases, However, the extremely small percentage of
comprehension instruction al the kindergarten level is a cause
for concern. Even though kindergarten teachers in the study
cited comprehension as an important parl of the reading
process, they did not implement this belief into the formal
reading instruction. It would seem difficult for beginning
readers to understand that the purpose of reading is to obtain
meaning unless meaning is stressed by their teachers as they
begin learning to read,

While 32% of the formal instruction was comprehension
oriented, the majority of the time was spent on phonics and
structural analysis skills. Even in 6th grade, when the bulk of
these skills are already learned, teachers spent 1B% of the
classtime on phonic and structural analysis skills, and the
average percentage of time spent on these skills was 35%,
Thus, the results of this study agree with the finding of
Durkin that teachers are very busy teaching phonetic analysis,

The study also showed that silent reading is done. by
children only about 8% of the time in formal reading in-
struction, [f children do not read outside of the reading
group, they have very little opportunity to practice reading to
attain the automatic levels required by mature rveading, It
would seern logical that in the reading period some provision
would be made to provide substantial amounts -of practice in
the skill of silént reading.

Another major finding of this study is that teachers feel
most -comforlable when teaching comprehension through
assessment, OF the specific comprehension categories coded in
the study, comprehension assessment, followed closely by
comprehension application, was the major category taught,
On the teacher questionnaire, teachers felt very strongly that
assessment was a particularly effective method for teaching
comprehension, and their classroom practices evidenced this
belief. Also, the assessment was primarily teacher directed.,

A distinct difference could be seen in the approach used by
teachers when teaching comprehension skills as compared to
the approach used when teaching word recognition skitls. In
most instances, when a teacher was focusing on a phonetic
skill, a period of direct instruction was used during which time
the teacher explained specific strategies for the particular
phonetic skill being taught, Then an assignment was given and
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the children proceeded with the task. Thus these lessons were
coded as phonics strategy followed by phonics assignment
followed by phonics application, However, during com-
prehension instruction, teachers rarely used comprehension
strategies instruction; the most often coded pattern was
comprehension  assignment followed by comprehension
application,

This finding of the study that teachers do not use direct
instruction in comprehension strategy is substantially the
same finding as Durkin reported and classified as ‘“‘men-
tioning''. When faced with teaching a comprehension task,
teachers generally “‘mentioned the skill”® which they wanied
the children to learn with a cursory overview such as, **We're
going o read these exercises to try and find some main
ideas.”” Then children were asked to do the task immediately
with no further instruction. Then as children did the assigned
task, the teacher helped those students having difficulty with
specific items on a one-to-one basis.,

This typical lesson pat{ern was the probable cause for
another major finding of the study that most comprehension
instruction is done on a one-to-one basis, Teachers were more
apt to discuss comprehension strategies with individual
children having difficulty with specific items than to discuss
comprehension strategies in whole group settings, This
tendéncy also led to highly inflated comprehension per-
centages, For example, in one typical lesson a teacher was
coded as spending 36 minutes in teaching comprehension
application, but these 36 minutes were spent in discussions
with 12 individual children, so that each child received an
average of approximately 3 minutes of instruction,

In summary, when teachers teach comprehension they use
two primary methods, one being the use of comprehension
assessment after portions of text are read, and second, the use
of discussions with individual pupils. -

All of the reading classes observed, from kindergarten
through sixth grade, used homogeneous grouping by ability
for the reading instruction, All classrooms were divided into
three reading groups. However, even though the classes were
divided by ability levels, in most instances, the teacher taught
the same lesson to each group with no modification in either
content or methodology for the particular group. (In fact, one
student who reported to his teacher that he knew the correct
answer to a workbook guestion because he had listened in on
the first group was chastised for listening to somcone else’s
instruction.) Thus, it must be concluded that teachers do not
use grouping to madify lessons for the levels within the
group—rather it appears to be a procedure of habit,

The widespread use of grouping also seems to affect
reading instruction in another way. All of the ¢lasses observed
used a substantial portion of the classtime for transitional
activities, The typical 60 minute observation found teachers
using an average of 19% of this time for transitional and non-
instructional activities, These relatively high” amounts may
have occurred because of the need to move three groups of
children around the room each period. If grouping is not
going to be used to improve individual instruction, it may
only serve to use up valuable instructional time. The 19%
figure for non-instructional activities points up clearly the
need for effective pre-service and in-service training in
classroom management skills, There was a great deal of
variance from teacher to teacher in this category, thus
pointing out that individual patterns of classcoom
management do affect the quality of instractinn

An incidental finding of the study concerned the teacher's
stated objectives for lessons. For the most part, the objectives
stated for the comprehension sections of the lessons were very
vague, In many instances the teachers reported that the aim of.



ARF'81

their lesson was to *‘read the story in ‘Rainbows’ and do the
workbook,’” Teachers were much more apt to have specific
objectives when teaching specific phonics, structural, or word
meaning objectives, [{ may be that, as Lanier and Floden
(1979) report, teachers need help in having research
knowledge translated into articulate sets of curricula. This
need appears to be especially great in the area of reading
comprehension,

Because of the broad definition of comprehensmn used In
this study, the percentage of time reported as spent in com-
prehension instruction was significantly greater than that
reported by Durkin. However, many of the instructional
patterns reported by Durkin were evident in the classrooms
observed in this study, and her major conclusion that very
Hittle direct instruction of comprehension is being done in
elementary classrooms is substantiated by this study.

References

Durkin, Dolores. Comprehension Insiruction—Where are you? Reading
Education Report No, 1. Center for the Study of Reading, University of
Ninpis, Urbana, QGctober, 1977,

Durkin, Dolores. What classroom observations reveal about reading com-
prehension instruction, Reading Research Quarterly. 1978-1979, XIV, 4,
481-533.

Hodges, Carol. Toward a1 broader definition of comprehension instruction.
Reading Research Quarterly, 1980, XV, 2, 299-306,

Lanier, Judith & Floden, Robert, Research and developmeni needs for the
advancement of teacher education. Research Series No. 8. Institute for
Research on Teaching, Michigan State University, East Lansing, 1978.



