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Why is this important?

Despite receiving daily instruction, year-after-year, many students, including many English Learners,
struggle to comprehend texts. But not all students struggle with complex reading for the same
reason, and therefore instruction must be guided by these individual differences. This brief focuses
on the two broad categories of skills that go into successful reading comprehension—and to be taken
into account when designing instruction, intervention, and goals for our readers.

To become readers, students must develop both the skills and knowledge needed (1) to read the
words on the printed page (‘code-based’ skills) and (2) to understand complex texts (‘meaning-based’
skills). As shown below, code-based skills are central to mastering what we think of as the
“mechanics” of reading—these skills include the ability to effectively, and, with practice,
automatically map letters to their respective sounds in combinations, and therefore to read the words
on the page. To read words effectively, the reader has mastered the relationship between 26 letters
and 44 sounds and their different combinations in written words. In the context of our ultimate goal
for every reader to comprehend complex text, we think of code-based skills as necessary but not
sufficient. Meaning-based skills are the skills that more directly relate to comprehending text. For
instance, all language skills, such as oral language, vocabulary, and listening comprehension, are
considered meaning-based skills because they are needed to access and apply a text’s message.
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In fact, vocabulary knowledge, in particular, is so important for literacy development and
achievement that the acquisition, use, and interpretation of words and phrases is represented in
today’s anchor English language arts standards for: (1) reading literature, (2) reading information
text, and (3) language (NYS Board of Regents, 2017). Cognitive strategies needed to facilitate
meaning construction and learning (Alexander and Jetton 2000; Cain, Oakhill, and Bryant, 2004),
such as those focused on comprehension monitoring and making inferences (Cain, Oakhill, and
Bryant, 2004) as well as those focused on unlocking the meanings of words using knowledge of
meaningful word parts (morphology), context, and native language connections (Baker et al. 2014),
are also included under the umbrella of meaning-based skills. The skills associated with “prosodic”
reading (a component of fluency), such as using appropriate expression, intonation, and phrasing,
are often also included in the meaning-based skills category (Kuhn et al. 2010).

We focus on the distinction between code and meaning-based skills because providing effective
reading instruction hinges on understanding students’ strengths and needs. Further, to provide
effective intervention, it is crucial to understand the source of struggle.

Consider two second graders in the same classroom who struggle to read a connected text fluently
and accurately—and who receive the same comprehension score or level—but who may have very
different profiles and needs.

struggles because of underdeveloped Student B struggles because of underdeveloped
word reading skills (i.e., code-based skills); she vocabulary knowledge as it relates to the
reads each word slowly and laboriously. passage (i.e., meaning-based skills); he pauses

as he tries to understand the text despite the
unfamiliar words.
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These readers need very different supports—and identifying these is a matter of understanding
specifically what is causing the dysfluency?!.

How and when do these skills develop?

Both code-based and meaning-related skills contribute to all students’ reading development and text

comprehension2. To develop these skills among all readers, explicit intensive instruction is needed as
part of a knowledge-building plan. But these skills differ in their developmental timetables and in the
amount of instruction needed to acquire mastery. This has important implications for instruction and
assessment.

Code-based skills are generally acquired by the 3rd grade and can be developed in a much shorter
timeframe than meaning-based skills. As an example, approximately 20 minutes per day of phonics
instruction from grades k-2 is adequate for typically-developing students to master sound-symbol
correspondence. The same guideline applies to those who are acquiring English as an additional
language in the primary grade classrooms3.

In contrast, meaning-based skills are not ever mastered and require instruction from early childhood
through
adolescence, at
all grade-levels.
Content- and
idea-rich texts
scaffold the
thinking
practices
necessary to
comprehend
these texts
through talk.

This is a shift in
many early
learning and
elementary
classrooms,
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where the focus of literacy instruction is most often on code-based skill development. It was once
thought that until grade three students were learning to read, and that after grade three they were
reading to learn. We now recognize that this distinction is inaccurate—students should always be
learning to read and reading to learn, and they must always be learning content if they are to
develop adequate content and language knowledge to read proficiently.

Using Home Language Resources

English Language Learners and Multilingual Learners bring knowledge of words (and their
concepts) acquired in a home language to the classroom. The task for educators is to use
instructional strategies and supports to help students establish connections between this knowledge
and their developing knowledge in an additional language. In designing learning and teaching to
support ELLs/MLLs, it is crucial to consider that word knowledge develops for students as they
connect what they know about a word, in any language, with new information being taught.

Quick Tip: Allow students to use home language resources as they are learning an additional
language. If educators are not speakers of students’ home languages, they can make students the
experts by having them share the connections they are establishing across languages.

A Map of this Brief Series

This is Anchor Brief 2 in a series of briefs designed to aid New York State educators in implementing
the revised standards, particularly in settings serving linguistically diverse learners. This series
includes:
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