
 
 
 
 

Practical Strategies for Improving 
Student Achievement in 
Literacy in Grades 3-6: 

Avoiding the Fourth 
Grade Slump  

 
Friday, November 25th, 2005 

10:45 am to 12:00 pm 
Fairmont Royal York Hotel 

Toronto, Ontario 
 
 
 
 

Miriam P. Trehearne  
Literacy Consultant 

Miriam.Trehearne@shaw.ca 



Literacy Learners in Grades 3-6 
 
Students in the intermediate or upper elementary grades still have much to learn about reading and 
writing. With much more content-area reading and more complex texts, they face new challenges. 
They do not automatically know how to effectively manage such text. They need to learn how to keep 
track of characters and how to persevere when a text doesn’t grab them immediately. They also need 
to become more thoughtful, to learn to think more critically. They need to learn how to summarize, 
synthesize, and infer. Many technical, abstract, and literary words now appear in their reading 
materials. Students need to continually expand their vocabulary and background knowledge to make 
sense of such text. They need to learn how to read and write different genres and modes. Most 
importantly, they must see reading and writing as purposeful and must see themselves as successful 
literacy learners across all subject areas. 
 

The Reading (and Writing) Slump 
 
Research has shown that many children who read at the third-grade level in 
grade 3 will not automatically become proficient comprehenders in later 
grades. “ Some good third -grade readers will progress on their own to 
proficiency in reading, but many will not. Many will need explicit, well 
designed instruction in reading comprehension to continue making progress”. 
Snow 2002, 2 
 
In the primary grades “ many children – perhaps as high as 40 percent spend 
so much time figuring out the words that they cannot fully attend to the 
message”. CIERA, Every Child a Reader, Overview 1. However, “very few 
older struggling readers ( about 10%) need help to read the words on a page; 
their most common problem is that they are not able to comprehend what 
they read”. Snow 2004, 3 

 
 
“Many excellent third –
grade readers will falter 
or fail in later grade 
academic tasks if the 
teaching of reading is 
neglected in the middles 
and secondary grades”. 
Snow 2004,1 

Factors That Affect Reading Comprehension 
 
 

• students' reading attitudes (motivation and interest) 
 

• time truly engaged in reading 
 

• effective comprehension strategy instruction across all subject areas 
 

• understanding and implementing the strategies used by effective 
readers 

 
• fluency 

 
• type of text/genre 

 
• vocabulary/world knowledge 

 
• many opportunities for rich talk and written response 

 

 
 

“Research has shown that 
many children who read at the 
third-grade level in grade 3 will 
not automatically become 
proficient comprehenders in 
later grades.” (Snow, 2002) 
 
 
“Children’s comprehension of 
text and topics, as well as their 
repertoires of strategies, grow 
as a result of conversations 
about text”. CIERA 1998 4 

 



Oral Language: the foundation of Literacy Learning 
 
“A great deal of research suggests that vocabulary and comprehension are inextricably linked. Thus, 
strategies related to ascertaining the meaning of unknown words, as well as general vocabulary 
building, are also essential to a strong program in comprehension instruction.” 
Duke and Pearson 2002, 14 
 

Text Talk - A Great Way to Develop Vocabulary 
 

• Pick 3+ words per text (read & re-visit 2 books/week) 
• Direct instruction occurs after the text has been read aloud and discussed. Introduce the word 

by contextualizing it from the text. 
• Children repeat the word aloud with teacher 
• Explain the meaning of the word. 
• Provide examples of word use in other contexts 
• Children use the word by providing their own examples 
• Ask: “What’s the word we have been talking about ?” Children repeat the word aloud again 
• Introduce one or two other words following the same steps listed above 
• Have the children demonstrate the word meanings through facial expressions or actions. 

 
From: Bringing Words to Life 

by Isabel L. Beck, Margaret G. McKeown and Linda Kucan, 2002 

Proficient Reading in Third Grade and Above … is sustained and enhanced by 
programs that adhere to four fundamental features: 
 

 
1. deep and wide opportunities to read 

 
2. the acquisition of new knowledge and 

vocabulary, particularly through wide 
reading but also through explicit attention 
to acquiring networks of new concepts 
through instruction  

 
3. an emphasis on the influence that the 

kinds of text ( e.g. stories versus essays) 
and the ways writers organize particular 
texts has on understanding 

 
4. explicit attention to assisting students in 

reasoning about text 
 

 
 
 
 

All teachers, at all grades, teaching all subject matter, must 
see themselves as teachers of literacy. 
 
“The ability to read and write does not develop naturally 
without careful planning and instruction.” 
International Reading Association 1998, 6 
 

 
Improving the Reading Achievement of America’s Children 

10 Research-Based Principles CIERA 
www.ciera.org

 

http://www.ciera.org/


Key Elements in Programs Designed to Improve Adolescent Literacy Achievement in 
Middle and High Schools: 
 

Instructional Improvements Infrastructure Improvements 
1. Direct, explicit comprehension instruction 10. Extended time for literacy 
2. Effective instructional principals embedded in 

content 
11. Professional development 

3. Motivation and self-directed learning 12. Ongoing summative assessment of students and 
programs 

4. Text-based collaborative learning 13. Teacher teams 
5. Strategic tutoring 14. Leadership 
6. Diverse texts 15. A comprehensive and coordinated literacy program 
7. Intensive writing  
8. A technology component  
9. Ongoing formative assessment of students  

 
Reading Next 2004 http://www.all4ed.org/publications/ReadingNext/Fifteen.html

 After Third Grade Gina Biancarosa 
Educational Leadership October 2005 pages 16-21 

http://www.all4ed.org/publications/ReadingNext/Fifteen.html


Promoting Reading Comprehension: 
 
 
 

Reading 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Explicit Strategy Instruction 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Talk 
 
 
 
 
 

C.I.E.R.A. -  Every Child A Reader 1998 
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