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Introduction:  

Well-developed reading skills are 
vital to successful learning across the 
curriculum. To be successful in the 
Intermediate Phase, learners require 
high levels of literacy and a wide 
vocabulary, gradually progressing 
from a developing reader to a fluent, 
independent reader who comprehends 
what they are reading.  

The teacher’s role in this is to:
•	 engage learners fully and completely 

in the task of learning to read
•	 provide learners with authentic 

reading and writing experiences 
because engaged reading results in 
improved reading, which leads to 
more authentic reading

•	 focus on the essential components 
of teaching reading, developing the 
specific competencies required for 
learners to progress 

•	 create an authentic, engaging 
classroom in which reading is 
essential and conditions and 
activities inspire learners to read 
enthusiastically.

This guide focuses on the three 
stages of reading development in the 
Intermediate Phase – the developing 
reader, the early fluent reader, and the 
independent reader – and provides 
strategies, practical tips and activities 
for each stage. 

Teaching young children to read 
is immensely challenging. It is also 
extremely rewarding to be part of 
opening a child’s eyes to the wonder 
of reading, which will form the basis 
of their learning for the rest of their 
school career. If the correct strategies 
are applied, it is hugely satisfying to see 
a learner overcome their difficulties and 
make sense of the words on the page in 
front of them because of what you, as 
the teacher, have done with them.



The six stages of  
reading development

- UNIT NUMBER -

ONE

According to Teaching Reading in the Early Grades, A Teacher’s Handbook (2008), there are six 
different stages of reading development, namely:
Stage 1: Pre-reader
Stage 2: Emergent reader
Stage 3: Early reader
Stage 4: Developing reader
Stage 5: Early fluent reader
Stage 6: Fluent and paired/independent reader

Stage Criteria/Characteristics

Stage 1 Pre-reader/Beginner 
reader

•• Can read from left to right
•• Refers very often to pictures for clues
•• Knows some letters and is interested in reading 
•• Recognises only a few sight words
•• Reads word for word, with no fluency
•• Tries to sound out unfamiliar words by recognising the initial sound in the 

word and guessing the rest of the word
•• Cannot yet decode or make meaning of words independently 
•• Can retell simple details after reading a sentence (not the whole text)
•• Can listen to and respond to stories

Stage 2 Emergent reader •• Can recognise a reasonable number of sight words 
•• Joins in when reading familiar books with the teacher 
•• Knows some letter sounds and is starting to try to sound out (decode) words 
•• Has some success in sounding out unfamiliar words by blending sounds 

together
•• Successfully uses pictures to help work out unknown words
•• Uses picture cues to retell stories 
•• Retells what they have read after a few sentences
•• Reads word for word – not fluently or expressively

Stage 3 Early reader •• Can recognise most common words on sight
•• Can sound out many simple words
•• Can successfully sound out unfamiliar words
•• Uses picture cues
•• Pauses appropriately at the end of a sentence
•• Reads word-for-word (not fluently)
•• Can read books with structures and repetitive patterns
•• After reading a paragraph, can retell most of the details
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Stage Criteria/Characteristics

Stage 4 Developing reader •• Can retell what happened at the beginning, middle and end of the story
•• Starts to pause appropriately at all punctuation
•• Uses knowledge of phonics to decode new words
•• Has basic sight vocabulary
•• Links words and phrases
•• Can read longer books
•• Can correct own errors
•• Can answer questions that are not only literal, but require more reasoning

Stage 5 Early fluent reader •• Reads fluently and accurately all the time
•• Can answer more complex questions about the text
•• Is confident in reading a wide range of text types
•• Uses different strategies to read (phonics, knowledge of structures)
•• Has a good sight vocabulary
•• Uses punctuation clues
•• Can read silently

Stage 6 Fluent and paired/ 
independent reader

•• Reads a (wide) variety of familiar and unfamiliar texts fluently
•• Reads a (wide) variety of familiar and unfamiliar texts silently
•• Uses a variety of reading strategies to work out meaning
•• Uses reference materials independently



Reading stages in the 
Intermediate Phase
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The reading level of a learner is not dependent on age or grade. Many factors, including 
whether a learner is learning in their Home Language or in a First Additional Language, have 
an impact on their reading development. Despite this, it is expected that most learners in 
Grade 4 are developing readers (Stage 4), and that by the end of Grade 6 they are indepen-
dent readers (Stage 6).

The following table offers criteria to help you determine what stage a learner in your class is 
at. You can also use this as a checklist to assess the reading development of a learner.

Stages of reading development assessment checklist

Name of learner

Skills, strategies and knowledge attained? Yes No

Stage 4: The developing reader

Uses pictures to make meaning

Uses knowledge of sentence structure to make meaning

Uses phonics to decode words (sounds out words)

Combines words into phrases rather than reading word by word

Can retell the beginning, middle and end of story in some detail

Has a basic sight-word vocabulary of at least 50 words (recognises the word and knows its meaning)

Is beginning to apply punctuation to reading 

Is beginning to read silently 

Corrects self after making an error 

Reads longer books if the text is easy enough and the print is large

Stage 5: The early fluent reader

Uses different ‘cueing’ systems to make meaning, e.g. phonics (sounding out), language knowledge  
(familiar sentence structures) and general knowledge

Recognises most familiar words on sight (approximately 200 words)

Reads at least 60 words per minute fluently

Uses punctuation to enhance comprehension, e.g. stops at all full stops

Is beginning to understand implied meaning 

Reads texts with longer, more complex sentence structures

Demonstrates a developing knowledge of story elements, e.g. plot, characters and problem resolution

Reads silently for extended periods

Uses reference materials with guidance 

Reads books with chapters and smaller print

Stage 6: The independent reader 

Has integrated cueing systems into general approach to new texts and uses them subconsciously
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Reads at least 60 words per minute fluently

Understands books with unfamiliar settings 

Understands implied meanings 

Reads longer and more advanced books with chapters  (both fiction and non-fiction)

Uses reference books independently

By focusing on the components in each stage, the following section provides some tips and 
activities for teaching reading in Stages 4, 5 and 6 and to encourage progression.

There are five main components to teaching reading, namely:
1.	 phonemic awareness
2.	 word recognition (phonics and sight words)
3.	 comprehension
4.	 vocabulary
5.	 fluency.

Reading Stage 4: Developing reader

Word recognition
Encourage the decoding of words using phonics.
•	 Learners must begin to understand that a particular sequence of letters can sound 

different depending on the word they are used in, e.g. “ough” in “ought” and “through”.
•	 Let the learners practise homonyms, homophones and homographs in context with 

simple to more complicated examples.

Activity: Homophones
(Words that have the same pronunciation, but different spelling and different meanings.)
Fill in the missing word.

to too two

1.	 I am going                        make dinner.
2.	 Sipho walks                        kilometers to school.
3.	 Will Pete come                       ?
4.	 I need your help                        carry the books, they are                        heavy.

Activity: Homophones
(Words that have the same pronunciation, but different spelling and different meanings.)	
Circle the correct word.
1.	 The (flea/flee) bit the dog.
2.	 The lioness attacked the cow with her (clause/claws) and her teeth.
3.	 She used (flour/flower) for the cake.

Activity: Homonyms
(Words that have the same spelling and same pronunciation, but different meanings.)
Choose (a) or (b).

1.	 The boys want to play soccer.                       		  (a) to take part in a sport
	 Their parents want to see a play.                        		  (b) theatre piece

2.	 They are going to watch a movie.                       		  (a) a device that tells time 
	 What is the time on your watch?                        		  (b) look at

3.	 Write down your name with the blue pen.                        	 (a) a writing instrument that uses ink
	 The geese are in the pen.                       		  (b) an enclosed area
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Activity: Homographs
(Words that have the same spelling, but different pronunciations and meanings.)
Choose (a) or (b).

1.	 Every group must present                        their project. 	 (a) give
	 She received a present                        for her birthday.	 (b) gift

2.	 He was close                        to the end.		  (a) shut
	 They forgot to close                        the window.		  (b) near

3.	 The children dove                        into the water.		  (a) jump
	 The dove                        flew away.			   (b) bird

Encourage the decoding of new and difficult words.
•	 Allow learners to sound out the beginning of a word to determine if there is a familiarity 

to another word. Have them use the context to determine whether the familiar word is 
meaningful. Encourage them to ask, “Does it sound right? Does it make sense?”

•	 Do activities that allow learners to practise breaking up words into syllables.
•	 Allow them to look up the new word in a dictionary and have them add this word to 

their own personal dictionary.

Reaffirm sight words and high frequency words from Grades 1 to 3.

Activity: Sight words
Provide the learners with a list of the first twenty sight words. Have them copy these sight words into a note-
book and practise reading and writing them. 
Once the first twenty words have been memorised, move on to the next twenty, and so on. 

Comprehension
Encourage learners to activate prior knowledge for themselves – ask themselves questions 
and make predictions.

Help learners use clues around the text, focusing on:
•	 cover text
•	 headings 
•	 sub-headings
•	 bolded words 
•	 content page 
•	 index
•	 illustrations 
•	 photographs 
•	 tables
•	 cartoons.

When learners struggle with text not making sense, let them stop and re-read the sentence 
or paragraph. Link the problem sentence to what they have already read that makes sense. 
Have them access their prior knowledge on the topic, apply it to what they have read and 
then see whether they can work out the meaning of the problematic section. Finally, let them 
check word meanings in the dictionary.

Do activities that allow learners to practise retelling and commenting on stories.

Activity: Read and write about a story
Let the learners read a fable, fairy tale or short story and draw their favourite part or favourite character. Have 
them write and dictate a few sentences about their picture. This tests their understanding of what they have 
read and allows them to practise their writing. Connecting reading and writing will strengthen their proficien-
cy in both skills. 
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Have learners answer questions based on a text: who, what, when and where questions.
Make a comment sheet that you display in the reading corner. When a learner has completed 
a book, they can write some comments about the book they have read and make recommen-
dations to their peers. For example:

Vocabulary
Vocabulary knowledge includes breadth and depth. The breadth is the number of words a 
learner knows, and the depth is the amount of knowledge on a specific word. This includes 
knowing the root of the word, whether it has prefixes, suffixes, part of speech and how the 
word is used in a sentence.

Learners enjoy stories read aloud. A well-read story – with encouragement to listen, think, 
make comments and ask questions – will allow learners to learn new words. Especially if the 
story is just above their level, it introduces them to words they are not yet able to read them-
selves. Make sure these stories are relevant, identifiable and interesting to the learners. This 
will motivate them to work out the meanings of new words. Reading aloud also familiarises 
learners with a number of different genres. 

Pre-reading discussions allow you to fill in background knowledge gaps for the current 
text. Explicitly teach new words during Reading aloud and Shared reading sessions.
•	 Explain or demonstrate the meaning of the word through pictures, actions or translation.
•	 Provide example sentences.
•	 Allow the learners to form their own sentence with the word orally.
•	 Use a word wall to display the new words and their meanings in class.

Activity: Dictionary words
The learners make their own booklet or dictionary with the difficult words that they encounter. Have them 
write the new word at the top of a new page. If the word can be shown in a picture, have them find a picture in 
a magazine and paste it on the correct page. Have them write the meaning of the word as well as an example 
sentence. 

For more advanced learners, have a book with each page marked for a specific letter. Have them write their new 
words on the correct page with its definition and an example sentence.

µµ �Taken from Headstart 
English First Additional 
Language Grade 4  
Learner’s Book

µµ �Taken from Oxford 
Successful English First 
Additional Language 
Grade 4 Learner’s Book
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Activity: Word of the week
Choose a single word at the beginning of the week. Write the word and its definition on the board. Learners use 
this word in activities or orals throughout the week.

Activity: Adopt a word
Give the learners the following template:

Word Meaning Part of speech Example of usage

Each learner chooses a word that they would like to “adopt”. The learner then does some research on the word 
that they have chosen by completing the above table. Each learner can then give a presentation on their word.
  You can put up the words on the word wall. Learners can also write a test each week, based on the words 
that they have adopted for that week.
  Have spelling tests of about 15 words per week. Use one dictation sentence from previously covered texts.

Activity: Fill in the blank
Write a paragraph on the board or provide the learners with a handout. 

Write the first two complete sentences. In the next few sentences, erase the main verbs. Place a clue for each word 
in brackets next to the blank space and have learners fill in the correct form of each verb. Different forms of this 
type of exercise can be used and for different parts of speech (prepositions, adjectives, adverbs, concord, etc.).

Example 
Write the sentences below choosing the correct verb:
1.	 The children (visit/visited) Peter’s granny. 
2.	 She (want/wanted) to eat chocolate.
3.	 The man (grab/grabbed) at his face.

Activity: Word meanings
Complete the following sentences by using the words below.

firm second trip jam

1.	 She worked for the printing                       .
2.	 He loves strawberry                       .
3.	 Every                         is important in a running race.
4.	 The apple was                         and juicy.
5.	 The car                         from Cape Town to Johannesburg takes about 12 hours.
6.	 They were late because of the traffic                       .
7.	 If you don’t tie your shoelaces, you might                       .
8.	 He came                         in the race.
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Activity: Practise forming compound words
Make four or more words by joining words in box A to words in box B. 

A B

water hill

down fall

sea not

can water

tap weed

Write the words in your personal dictionary, with a drawing or sentence to show what they mean.

Fluency
The more learners read, the better readers they will become. 
•	 Allow learners to re-read the same text multiple times until they understand it. 
•	 Motivate them to read independently and allow for independent reading during class. 
•	 Have as much reading material in the classroom as possible, including pamphlets, 

magazines, story books, informational texts, brochures, etc.
•	 Demonstrate silent reading, whispering while following text with your finger. Once 

they are confident with this, explain to them to read by saying the words only in their 
head.

Using and understanding punctuation while reading is an important part of fluency.

Activity: Punctuation
Complete the sentences below. You may use some of the punctuation marks more than once.

, “ ” ! ? .

been beans love will have and bean

1.	 Lefatse says  Bean plants                        sun                        they will not grow well in shade 
2.	That is very good news  says Astrid happily 
3.	 If you look after them well  you                        lots of beans  says Lefatse 
4.	 Astrid says to her friend,  I have                        to a nursery. I’ve                        buying seeds. Will you help 

me plant my                       

Reading Stage 5: Early fluent reader

Comprehension
Once story elements have been introduced to learners, follow up with some activities to 
check their understanding of these elements.

Activity: Story elements
After reading a text as a class, ask the learners to identify the basic elements (characters, plot, problem,  
resolution). Then, ask the learners some questions to test their understanding. Focus on who, why, where, 
when and what. For example:
1.	 What is the story about?
2.	 Who is the main character?
3.	 What problem does the main character have?

Make the questions systematically more difficult.
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Activity: Write a book review
Use the template provided to write a book review on the last book that you read at school or at home.

Vo�cabulary
Reaffirm sight words through the following types of activities:
•	 cloze activities (missing word sentences)
•	 sound and word matching
•	 puzzles
•	 story-centred fill-in-the-blanks.

Have regular spelling tests of about twenty words per week. Add two dictation sentences 
per spelling test using one sentence from previously covered reading texts and another from 
a new text that will be covered. Be sure to accentuate the punctuation for the learners.

Activity: Spelling and dictation
Read the following sentences to the class as a dictation activity.
“When Tshepo came back from the mountain one afternoon, two men  
were carrying his grandfather on a stretcher to a Land Rover.” 

He said, “Look at these pumpkins! I have never seen such huge pumpkins before.” 

Encourage the decoding of new and difficult words.

Learners can create their own personal dictionaries. They can also continue to do “adopt a 
word” activities.
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Fluency
Allow learners to read more complex sentence structures. Help them make connections  
between the words and sentences in a text. Focus on: 
•	 forms that indicate different meanings of words e.g. -ed that shows the verb is in the past 

tense or passive voice
•	 forms that change the meaning of words such as prefixes non-, in-, im-, un- that show 

the negative
•	 words that connect text, e.g. however, therefore, nevertheless.

Activity: Use suffixes to make new words
On your own, use the suffixes -er and -ing to change the words in brackets into the correct form:
1.	 A wheat (farm) is a person who earns his living by (farm) with wheat.
2.	  A smart (shop) goes (shop) with a list.
3.	 Learners who want to do well will concentrate on their (spell).

Activity: Find the root word
Identify the root word in the following groups of words:

foretell teller retell

pretend tender intend

Activity: Roots and stems
1.	 Learn the provided list of words created by adding prefixes.
2.	 Look up the meanings of any words that you don’t understand.

un dis in im

aware appear complete patient

certain approve correct perfect

common connect human proper

kind continue sane possible

necessary honest secure pure

3.	 Form the opposite of each word, using the prefix above it.
4.	 Complete these sentences with words from the columns:
	 a. He did not know about the game. He was                       .
	 b. She did not tell me the truth. She was                       .
5.	 Write two sentences for your partner to complete, using the words in the table provided.

Ask learners to identify conjunctions, and to connect sentences using conjunctions or to 
break up sentences already combined by conjunctions.

Here is an example of a complex sentence with conjunctions:

µµ �Taken from English for 
Success Home Language 
Grade 5 Learner’s Book
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Activity: Identify the main clause, the conjunctions and the subordinate clauses in the sentences 
below.
1.	 They found the treasure after searching all over the island although it was dark.
2.	 Jolly Jack saw that someone had already found the treasure before the pirates dug it up.
3.	 Sand blew into the hole while the pirates were resting so they had to dig it again.

Activity: Join the sentences
Use the provided conjunctions to join the sentences below.

after although as because

1.	 Helen loves sailing. She loved whale sailing the most.
2.	 My clothes are getting wet. It’s raining.
3.	 The wind screams. It wraps around you.

Ask learners to rewrite sentences in different tenses.

Activity: Future tense
Write the following sentences in the future tense.
1.	 First I (go) shopping for plants.
2.	 I (dig) the soil after I clear it.
3.	 We (plant) the seedlings after we have made small holes.

Activity: Writing: Recount an experience
Write about something that happened to you at school or at home. Remember to use the past tense.

Reading Stage 6: Fluent and paired/independent reader

Comprehension
Learners should practise implied or inferred meanings in text and artwork.

There are several reasons why some learners may have difficulty with inference. Learners 
may:
•	 lack experience in answering inference type questions because of teacher inclination to 

focus on literal questions in the classroom, and not focus on teaching inferencing
•	 have problems employing background knowledge of a subject, and fail to link 

information
•	 have difficulty decoding, and are therefore not able to devote mental resources to 

understanding and inferring a text’s deeper meaning
•	 focus on irrelevant information in the text and miss the text’s deeper meaning, making 

accurate inferencing very difficult
•	 have poor organisational skills and therefore overload their working memory capacity, 

which results in failure to properly comprehend text
•	 have poor background knowledge and poor vocabulary, and may lack flexibility in 

thinking skills.
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One of the best ways to teach inferencing is to ask who, what, why, where, when and how 
questions. For example:

Look at the illustration on the right. The character in the illustration looks dangerous. How 
do we know this? 
•	 He has wild hair.
•	 He has eyes hidden by deepening brows.
•	 He is wearing a flowing robe.

This image has a large amount of information that can be inferred. Some of the information 
we can infer from this illustration is that the character is probably a wizard of some kind, has 
supernatural powers, and is possibly from a fantasy story. 
•	 He probably is not an accountant. 
•	 He doesn’t teach at Hogwarts. 
•	 He can be mean. 

Questions that could be asked about the illustration:
1.	 Who is this man?
2.	 Why is he wearing this clothing?
3.	 What do you think of him?
4.	 Where could he be?
5.	 When do you think he lived?
6.	 How does he behave?

Activity: Inferencing using photographs
Make a series of creatively cropped photographs. Put these photos on the board or print them out and show 
your learners clues to each photograph, one at a time. Ask them to guess what they think the photo could be, 
and why they think that. Get them to identify elements of the photos that lead them to their answers.

Activity: Listening for meaning
Read a story out loud, making the intonations for implied meanings very clear to the learners. Ask them  
questions about the text after you have read it, for example, “What did she mean? How do you know?” 

Allow learners to make inferences based on specific information. The games “Where am I?” 
and “Who am I?”, are excellent activities for learners to practise inference. What these activ-
ities involve is giving the learners sentences describing a specific place or person without 
explicitly mentioning it or them. This allows the learners to infer.

Activity: Where am I?
As I walk in the door I notice how quiet it is. People are standing and looking at bookshelves. I go to the  
children’s corner to choose my favourite book. Where am I?

I like pushing the cart. Sometimes it is difficult to avoid hitting other people. As my mother puts in more items 
the cart gets heavier and heavier. In the end we stand in a line, so that we can go home. Where am I?

Activity: Who am I?
I work in a clinic. You come to me when you are sick. Sometimes I look into your throat. If you are well behaved 
I will give you a lollipop. Who am I?

When I do my job I am in a stadium. I wear a uniform. Sometimes when I kick the white and black ball the 
people watching cheer very loudly.  Who am I?
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Let learners answer multiple choice questions by drawing conclusions based on certain 
information.

Allow learners time for independent reading.
•	 Give learners a short story to read and a list of questions about the implied meaning of 

the story. Have them answer individually on paper or out loud as a class. You can fit in 
this activity with any text or theme you are currently studying; just find a story that has 
surface-level and implied meanings.

Expose learners to books with unfamiliar settings and content.
•	 Before reading aloud or before learners read a text, take seven to ten minutes to build 

word and background knowledge. This should increase all learners’ comprehension of 
the text.

•	 Begin by reviewing the text and identifying the main concepts you want to teach. Take 
into account your learners’ potential knowledge of these concepts. Decide how you 
might best make these concepts relevant and accessible. This might be through a film, 
discussion, learner reading assignment, or a text read by you. Try using a combination of 
three or four of the following strategies: 

1.	 Do motivational activities 
You can use any activity that interests learners in the text and motivates them to read it. 
For example, you can bring a real frog to class before reading a frog story. 

2.	 Build text-specific knowledge 
Activate learners’ prior knowledge of a topic so that they can consciously use it as they 
read their text. For example, before reading a text with a jungle as the setting, ask 
learners what they already know about jungles and discuss. 

3.	 Relate to learners’ lives 
This is a powerful way to motivate learners to read and to help them understand what 
they will be reading. For example, before reading a story about winning and losing a 
race, ask your learners to reflect on the times they have won or lost a race or a contest. 

4.	 Pre-teach vocabulary 
In addition to pre-teaching traditional vocabulary words, include words that convey 
concepts that learners already know. For example, learners may know the concept of 
finding something, but do not know the word “find” or “finding”. Write these words on 
the board and review with the class. 

5.	 Pre-teach concepts 
There are times when learners need to learn new and possibly difficult ideas or concepts. 
For example, the concepts of democracy or envy may be difficult for all young children to 
understand at first. Give examples that your learners can relate to. 

6.	 Prediction and direction setting 
You can focus learners’ attention on what is important to look for as they read their text. 
Making predictions about what might happen in the book gives learners a purpose for 
reading. Setting a direction means using questions that peak learners’ interest. It also 
means focusing learners on the purpose for the reading. For example, “Today we are 
going to read about differences in climates and regions. Let’s read first about the climate 
in our community.” 

7.	 Suggest comprehension strategies 
Before reading the text, make learners aware of what they should be looking for. If you 
want them to identify cause and effect, point out several examples of this beforehand. 
For example, you can talk about the story of Jumanji, which has several examples of 
cause and effect. When one of the children rolls the dice, it causes something to happen 
in the house.
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Activity: Drawing conclusions
Read the statement and choose the correct conclusion. Explain your answer.
1.	 When Thandi walked out the door, she shivered and pulled her coat tighter around her.
	 a.	 It was hot.	 b. It was cold.
	 c.	 She was thirsty.	 d. There was a rainbow in the sky.

2.	 The crowd cheered as he hit the hard white ball with a wooden bat.
	 a.	 It is a soccer match.	 b. They are playing golf.
	 c.	 They are in a classroom.	 d. It is a cricket match.

Allow learners time to practise independent use of reference books.

•	 Make sure that learners know what the contents, index and glossary pages are for, in 
non-fiction and reference books. Give learners in-class exercises where they must use 
reference books.

Activity: Using an index
1.	 On your own, skim the text.

roof – 12–15
rubber – 18, 53
rust – 45
safety – 10, 23–27
site – 13, 42
skyscraper – 27
solar heating – 12, 17, 34
South Africa – 15
structures – 19, 25
style – 37, 43
Sweden – 17
tent – 40
urban – 26
wall – 16, 40
windows – 16, 45

2.	 Talk to a partner. What topic are all the words in the above index about? Choose one of the following:
	 a.	 the weather
	 b.	 houses around the world
	 c.	 building houses.
3.	 Read the index. Read the index silently.
4.	 On what pages will you find information about the following:
	 a.	 roofs
	 b.	 houses in a foreign country?
5.	 What page has information about a kind of house that can be folded up?
6.	 a. Write down the meaning of “rust”.
	 b. Research what kinds of material rust.
	 c. Why is the topic “rust” on the same page as “windows”?
7.	 Which topic is covered over six pages?
8.	 a. What does the word “urban” mean?
	 b. Look up the meanings of “sky” and “scrape”. Why do you think tall buildings are called skyscrapers?
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9.	 a. On which page are you likely to see this diagram?

	 b. What does the word “solar” mean?
	 c. Why do you think the topics “solar heating” and “roofs” are found on the same page?

Allow learners to do similar exercises about the glossary and contents pages. 
Once their understanding is clear, you can give them an in-class research activity.

Activity: Write and present information

Write down information about recycling paper. The purpose of your information is to explain to someone how 
and why we must recycle paper.

Plan to write in three to five paragraphs. Do some research. Here are some ways in which you can find infor-
mation:
ßß Ask your teachers.
ßß Look in your Natural Sciences and Technology textbooks.
ßß Go to the library.
ßß Use the Internet.
ßß Read a magazine or newspaper.

sun

sun’s rays

solar panel

¶¶ �Many houses in hot 
climates have solar panels

energy

electric lights 
and appliances

(TV)
   (light)
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The key skills of  
effective reading

- UNIT NUMBER -

THREE

Most reading experts agree that there are five key skills in the reading process. Each of these 
skills needs to be taught, but not as separate skills. They need to be taught together and 
within a context in order to reach the goal of fluency and comprehension. Many learners can 
decode unknown words and pronounce them correctly, but without vocabulary they are 
reading without comprehension and are simply “barking at print”. 

The five key skills of effective reading are:

Fluency

Reading

Phonemic  
Awareness

Vocabulary Comprehension

Word attack  
skills

These five skills should have been taught in the Foundation Phase, and so the Intermediate 
Phase learner should already have phonemic awareness and phonological knowledge. As 
an Intermediate Phase teacher, your role should be to strengthen the other four skills and to 
help the developing reader become a fluent, independent reader who comprehends what 
they have read.

Fluency

Fluency in reading means to read texts smoothly, accurately and with understanding. It is a 
key indicator of comprehension. 

Reading fluency involves three critical aspects: reading the words in the text accurately, au-
tomatically and, when reading aloud, with expression. When we read we automatically recog-
nise some words and know what they mean using our sight words and the vocabulary stored 
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in our long term memory. With strange words we quickly segment and decode, and use the 
context to guess what the word could mean using our working memory. The speed and ease 
with which we do this affects our fluency and ability to read with expression. Reading aloud 
with expression shows that the reader is making meaning and breaking the text into meaning-
ful phrases and units. 

If learners are reading just one word at a time, without fluency, it probably means that they 
are also having problems understanding the text.

The only way for learners to become fluent readers is to read a lot! The more they read, the 
more fluent they will become.

Intervention activities to develop fluency:
ßß Use the Shared Reading method where you, or a strong reader in the class, reads the passage, modelling 

reading with expression. Allow the learners to re-read the text a few times. This will help them to become 
familiar with the text and increase their fluency. 
ßß Teach new words, their pronunciation and meaning, before learners read a passage.
ßß Make your class aware of the importance of fluency and common errors by modelling poor reading and 

having the learners assess your reading by making use of a checklist or rubric. They can then decide if they 
make similar mistakes. See examples of common errors on the next page.
ßß Provide as many different types of reading materials as possible in the classroom. Encourage learners to 

find words in different texts and different contexts to help the word enter their long term memory and 
vocabulary store.
ßß During independent reading time, allow learners to choose a book that is at their appropriate reading level. 

Having a successful reading experience, where they did not struggle to read quickly and with understanding,  
will build confidence.
ßß Explain the importance of silent reading and demonstrate what it means. Start by reading aloud to them 

in a whisper. When they are confident with reading in a whisper, they can start to read by just ‘saying’ the 
words in their heads. 
ßß When the learners are ready for silent reading, encourage them to do this often and with different types 

of texts.
ßß Pair a strong reader with a struggling reader (while being sensitive to the children, who will quickly realise 

what your choices mean about their abilities). They should sit side by side and read a text together aloud 
for about 15 minutes at a time. 
ßß Paired reading can also happen at home, using family members or a reading club.
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The table below lists common mistakes made by readers who are not fluent.

Monotone reading Reading in a flat voice and not allowing your tone 
to change.

Incorrect pace
Reading too quickly or reading too slowly.
Ignoring all punctuation and not adjusting based 
on demands.

Ignoring punctuation
Reading as if the entire text is one sentence, with 
no place to take a breath. Questions or exclama-
tions are not made clear. 

No self-correction Not correcting yourself when mistakes are made 
during reading.

Stopping mid text/struggling with 
decoding

Taking a long time to pronounce a word, or  
skipping a word when getting stuck at a difficult 
word.

Lack of comprehension Having no understanding of a text after reading it.

No silent reading Moving your mouth and/or whispering under your 
breath when attempting to read silently.

Unclear voice projection Reading too softly and/or mumbling instead of 
pronouncing words clearly.
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Phonemic awareness

One of the first things learners are taught when they are introduced to reading is that spoken 
words are made up of a sequence of speech sounds. They are then taught to match these 
sounds to what they see printed in books. In so doing, learners begin to understand the con-
cept of print and to understand that what they can say and hear, they can also read. They are 
then taught the alphabetic principle; that letters and letter clusters represent the sounds of 
spoken language. Together this knowledge makes the child phonemically aware. 

Phonemic awareness refers to learners’ ability to hear, identify and manipulate the individual 
sounds (phonemes) in words. They are able to identify:
•	 initial sounds
•	 end sounds
•	 middle sounds
•	 blending
•	 syllables.

In the Intermediate Phase, this knowledge is helpful when they segment new words that 
they are decoding, and when they form the correct pronunciation of words. It also helps 
them learn the different phonic rules in the different languages, e.g. th- in English is a sound 
produced by placing the tongue between the teeth while in isiXhosa the tongue connects 
with the person’s palate.

Phonemic awareness aides fluency and comprehension because if the pronunciation and 
meaning make sense, the learner will continue reading.

Intervention activities to teach the importance of phonemic awareness:
ßß Use the strategy of sounding out words when teaching how to decode a new word. Ask learners what other 

words sound like that word. Do some of the segments sound familiar? What does that segment mean? What 
do they think that word may mean?
ßß Use predictable texts as reading passages to develop confidence and fluency. Poems, songs and rhymes 

create a predictable pattern.
ßß Correct learners when they mispronounce words. This must be done in a supportive manner, but learners 

need to be aware that if words like “ship” and “sheep”, “chick” and “cheek” are mispronounced it can lead to 
miscommunication.
ßß Hold spelling tests where words that sound the same are used in order to fine-tune learners’ ability to hear 

words that are similar or slightly different. 
ßß Get learners to identify syllables and words that sound the same. See two examples from Oxford Successful 

English Grade 4 Learner’s Book below.



21

mistreat

Word attack skills

Learners get easily discouraged when they come across a new word that they don’t under-
stand. A learner’s first line of attack when reading unknown words is their phonic decoding 
skills. They should be taught the following process:

Step 1: Using what they know of the phonic rules for the language they are reading, they 
must sound out the word. This will help them work out what the word sounds like when it is 
said. 

Step 2: Using their oral vocabulary, learners will be able to hear if they have heard this word 
before. Can they remember in what context? Does it sound like another word they might 
know?

Step 3: Learners segment the word to find a familiar part in the word. This will lead to two 
possibilities: either the learner will find a familiar part in the word or they will not.

mistreat = mis + treat

treat = treatment = behaviour

mis = prefix = wrong

mistreat = to treat someone in the wrong way 

Step 4: In the case where the learner cannot find a familiar part in the word, they need to 
be taught to look at the context of the passage. They must always be able to answer the 
question: what are you reading about? Firstly, the learner will look at the sentence that the 
unknown word is in. Take the sentence on the next page as an example:
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Q: What are you reading about? 
A: A sad woman.

Q: What made her sad?
A: The end of the story.

Q: �So do you think the word “tragic” is a happy  
or sad word?

A: A sad word.

The tragic ending to 
the story made the 

woman sad. 

If learners are unfamiliar with this process, teachers can help them by prompting the types of 
questions the learner should be asking: where, when, what and why? The questions should 
also be about what the learner has already read. 

Guide the learner to make connections between: 
•	 this new text and texts they have read before
•	 the text and the world as they know it
•	 the text and personal experience.

It is possible that Grade 4 to 6 learners’ ability to work out meaning from context is based on 
their working memory’s capacity. They must be able to keep the information from the text 
long enough to be able to use it.

It is the teacher’s responsibility to motivate learners to question, predict and organise ideas. 
This is done through teaching them how to problem-solve and how to reason while reading.

Sight words 
Sight words are words learners recognise by shape, length or other features. Sight words 
make up 75% of what we read and this is why they are often also referred to as high frequen-
cy words. Many of the most common English words have irregular sound-to-letter relation-
ships so it is important that learners memorise these words, how to pronounce them and 
their meaning.

The Department of Education’s Assessment Framework for the Foundation Phase states that a 
Home Language child should know at least: 
•	 200 sight words by the end of Grade 1
•	 300 by the end of Grade 2 
•	 400 by the end of Grade 3.
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Intervention activities to motivate learners to learn sight words: 
ßß Every day, dictate some words from the list for learners to write down.
ßß Write several scrambled words on the board. Give individual learners a turn to come up and unscramble a 

word, e.g. naht becomes than.
ßß Tell learners to practise reading the list of words to a partner and to use each word in a written sentence.
ßß Give individual learners a turn to close their eyes, to circle the list with a finger and to place their finger 

on any word. The learner then opens his or her eyes, reads the word aloud and uses the word in an oral 
sentence.
ßß Choose words from the list and write them onto separate pieces of paper. Fold the papers and place them in 

a box. Learners take turns to come up and take a paper from the box, read the word aloud and make an oral 
sentence with it before going back to their desks to write a sentence with the word.
ßß Write paragraphs using only learnt sight words and time learners as they read, testing if they can better 

their previous time. 

Vocabulary 

Reading is a process that uses many cognitive processes. The diagram below explains what 
happens in our brain when we come across a new word while reading.

Attention and 
interest

Working 
memory

Logic and 
reasoning

Auditory 
processing

Long term 
memory

Visual 
processing

Ability to 
processWhat you  

are reading

ACTIVE PROCESSING

KNOWLEDGE  
BANK

No – this is 
new.

Yes, words and 
context are 

known to me.

Do I 
understand?
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The more vocabulary learners have, the quicker this process takes place. This is because they 
have the meaning of a word immediately available to them and don’t need to go through the 
process of decoding the word, guessing what the word could mean, and logically working 
out if that guess is correct.

Beginner readers rely on their oral vocabulary for pronunciation and word meaning for 
words that they encounter in print. When sounding out a new word, they go to their oral vo-
cabulary to find trial pronunciation. If they find a sound that makes sense in the sentence they 
can carry on reading. If the word is not in their oral vocabulary they will struggle to “find” the 
word in print.

It is important that learners not only actively develop an extended oral vocabulary, but that 
this is extended to a print vocabulary as well because then they will have more cognitive space 
for comprehension. You may have many learners who have a strong oral vocabulary and hold 
higher order conversations with you, but because they can’t recognise those same words when 
they read, they don’t read with any fluency or comprehension.

How learners learn new words
Learners start school with a spoken vocabulary in their mother tongue that they expand to 
include a written vocabulary and eventually into an additional language vocabulary.
Learners learn new words by:
•	 hearing the word 
•	 seeing it in print
•	 linking the heard word to the printed word
•	 associating the word’s meaning to the printed word
•	 recognising the word in different contexts
•	 using the word when speaking and writing.

Recognise the printed word

Associate the meaning

Decode how it is pronounced

Word stored  
in oral 

vocabulary

Make sure learners read regularly or listen to texts that interest them. This will motivate them 
to work out meaning from contexts. 

Read aloud to learners at least once a week for 30 minutes. Readers at all levels benefit from 
this because it introduces them to vocabulary they may not be able to read on their own. 
Stop on odd or new words every now and then, and ask or explain what they mean.
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Every time you read aloud or do shared or guided reading and writing, explicitly teach at 
least six to eight new words from the text. 

•	 Explain or demonstrate the meaning of the word with an action, a picture or a translation
•	 Ask if they know of synonyms or antonyms for this word
•	 Use the word in a sentence. It is important that new words are seen within a context. The 

example activity below, taken from English for Success Grade 4 Learner’s Book, shows how 
new words can be taught in context using synonyms and antonyms

•	 Encourage learners to use the word in sentences of their own
•	 Display the new words and their meanings on a word wall chart
•	 Give the new words to learners to take home to review for homework. Always follow up 

on this activity so that learners can practise using their new words.

µµ �Taken from English  
for Success Grade 4 
Learner’s Book
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Intervention activities using the word-of-the-week system:
ßß Introducing a word-of-the-week chart helps to raise word consciousness. Decide on the word of the week, 

choosing one that learners will come across again.
ßß Introduce the new word to the class: write or stick it on a word-of-the-week chart on the wall and give many 

examples of its usage. Ask learners to come up with sentences that help to show the meaning of the word.
ßß Explain that the class is going to try to use the word in context during the week ahead, in their writing and 

in general class talk. Learners who use the word appropriately will have their name written below the chart 
as ‘Word Wizards’.
ßß After modelling this process for a few weeks, assign a learner each week to be responsible for finding and 

introducing a new word to the class.
ßß A variation on this idea is having a ‘post box’ in the classroom into which learners post new words that 

they have written out (correctly) on a piece of paper. Words can then be drawn from the box and taught to 
the rest of the class. If the word is spelt incorrectly, challenge the class to look it up in their dictionaries as 
quickly as possible. Once the spelling has been corrected, the word is returned to the box to be taught on 
a different day.

Comprehension

The ultimate goal of reading anything is so that you can comprehend and understand what 
you have read. 

This is an interactive process. Learners must be encouraged and motivated to be actively 
involved in the reading process and not just say the words they recognise on the page. It is 
also a strongly social process. Who the learner is, their home background and culture, previous 
experiences of reading and their knowledge of the world either helps or hinders their ability to 
understand what they are reading.

As an Intermediate Phase teacher, the different types of reading instruction that Foundation 
Phase teachers use can be very useful in teaching your class as a whole how to approach read-
ing and the thinking process that goes with reading.

Developing comprehension through the reading process 
a. �Before reading, pre-reading activities are provided to help with comprehension of the 

text. Learners engage in prediction about the text and discussion around the title of the 
text.
»» Activate the readers’ prior knowledge. Encourage learners to activate their prior 

knowledge when they read a new text and link it back to what they already know, e.g. 
a birthday party is similar to a feast at a castle. 

»» Learners can share what they know and if it is a foreign topic to all learners they can 
do some research before they read.

»» In Grade 4, learners should be encouraged to do this automatically by themselves. 
b. �During reading, learners are encouraged to reflect on what has taken place in the text to 

encourage retention through the repetition of details.
»» Help learners to use clues and illustrations in and around the text. These clues may 

include what is written in the headings and sub-headings for paragraphs or chapters 
and in the contents page or index. Words highlighted in bold are also very useful. 
Draw learners’ attention to illustrations, photographs, captions, tables, graphs and 
cartoons that may appear. These are usually very useful for making meaning. 

»» Help learners use their word attack skills to work out what any new words may mean.
»» Lead learners through different levels of higher-order questions and any chosen 

reading strategies, like the ones that follow. 
»» Test earlier predictions and ask learners what they think will happen next.

c. �After reading, learners answer questions relating to the story, and are encouraged to 
apply it to their own lives and other texts that they may have read. 
»» Identify key elements of the text in order to prompt learners’ discussion.
»» Encourage the use of higher-order thinking skills to improve comprehension and to 

answer the different levels of questioning.
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Shared Reading
Shared Reading is a whole class activity that focuses on modelling reading. It teaches the 
learners reading skills while helping them to read for meaning and comprehension. You may 
need to use this method at the beginning of Grade 4 to guide learners into this phase. If you 
have Big Books, you can use them for Shared Reading. Alternatively, you can use texts from 
the Learner’s Book or Reader for this purpose. 

Shared Reading:
•	 Engages the whole class, where learners with a range of reading abilities can participate
•	 Allows the teacher to model good reading practices and strategies
•	 Allows the teacher to actively teach word attack and decoding skills 
•	 Encourages learners to join in when they feel comfortable
•	 Creates question-and-answer sessions in which the teacher can encourage learners to 

guess and predict what will happen next
•	 Creates a supportive and encouraging environment in which the teacher can closely 

monitor learners’ involvement
•	 Introduces learners to new texts, while teaching new vocabulary words and using 

different levels of questioning (Barrett’s Taxonomy) to test comprehension skills
•	 Makes reading fun. It is an interactive and engaging activity which should always be a 

positive experience for learners 
•	 Can easily be used as the basis for other activities, e.g. for creative or guided writing.
•	 Is a bridging between reading aloud to learners and learners reading independently. 

In the Intermediate Phase however, you will focus more strongly on Independent reading, 
Paired Reading and Group Guided Reading. 

Group Guided Reading 
Generally you will use Graded Readers to conduct Group Guided Reading. When doing Group 
Guided Reading, take small groups of learners aside and guide them as they read from care-
fully chosen readers that match their reading ability. 

The purpose of Group Guided Reading lessons is to give learners individual attention and to 
help them develop the strategies they need to become fluent readers. To achieve this, learners 
need to be grouped according to the stage they have reached in the process of learning to 
read. As learners progress at different rates, ability groups will need to be revised from time to 
time. There may be a wide variety of levels in your class. Some learners may be reading quite 
fluently already and others may still be struggling to decode simple words. 

Guided reading allows the teacher to spend time focusing on individual learners’ reading 
and to observe their development, noticing any barriers to learning and building their confi-
dence at the same time. 

Be careful to be especially encouraging to the weakest group. Do not give them a group 
name which implies that they are less able or important than their classmates. Also ensure that 
the stronger readers treat them with respect.
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Paired Reading
Paired Reading helps learners to build confidence on their way to becoming independent 
readers. 

Learners read in pairs. This can take place between learners of similar or mixed levels. Learn-
ers who are already reading independently can be paired with learners of a lower reading abil-
ity to provide extra help. It’s a good idea to do the pre-reading activity with the whole class to 
prepare them to read in pairs. Learners then read together while taking turns. Paired Reading 
is also a useful activity to do while you are busy with group reading or when the learners have 
completed their tasks.

Independent Reading/Reading for Enjoyment
In the Intermediate Phase, your learners will need to reach a level at which they can read 
independently and with confidence. Therefore it is vital that you emphasise and develop 
Independent Reading. Independent Reading is a purposeful planned activity and it can be 
done in the reading period. Learners read books or texts on their own to develop fluency. 
CAPS specifies that Independent Reading should always relate to the theme that you are 
using to teach the rest of your language content. This is ideal for Independent Reading as the 
learners will build relevant vocabulary through the work they do in their Learner’s Book. This 
will assist them to engage with the texts in the Reader independently. 

Independent Reading should be monitored but not assessed. Monitoring can take place 
through book report forms or in completing a story sequencing diagram, such as the one 
below.
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Reading strategies 

Reading is a cognitive process that involves a thinking process. Learners need to learn about 
strategies they can use to help them understand what it is they are reading and which strat-
egy would best help them.

The table below explains each strategy and how it can be used.

Reading strategy What this strategy means How to use this strategy

Skim and scan Skimming is reading quickly to get the general 
idea of the whole text.
Scanning is reading quickly but carefully to locate 
specific information using key words.

Learners skim to look for key words and small bits of information that give 
them clues.
Learners scan to look over the previously read passage quickly to find key 
words or specific information.

Read for specific 
information

Reading only certain sections to find particular 
information.

Learners must follow instructions carefully to help them select the specific 
information needed.

Use prior knowledge Making connections between what you already 
know and the new information that you are reading.

While learners are reading, or once they have finished for the first time, they 
must ask themselves questions to remind them of what they already know 
about the topic. Learners must then use this background information to help 
make sense of the new information.

Clarify	 Checking that you have understood what you have 
read.

Learners must ask questions. They can ask themselves, parents or you. 
Learners may look unknown words up in a dictionary and should reread the 
texts until they understand.

Classify and organise Sorting and organising information to help you 
understand it better.

Once key words are identified, learners should use them to group informa-
tion together into groups, tables or mind maps.

Evaluate and draw 
conclusions

Developing ideas, forming your own opinions 
(what you think) and making decisions based on 
what you have read.

Let learners ask and answer questions to themselves. Learners must then 
ask themselves whether they agree with what they are reading or which 
opinion is the correct one. They must be able to give reasons for their  
answers.

Preview and predict Previewing is looking for clues to help you under-
stand what you are about to read.
Predicting is deciding what may happen next.

The title, headings and pictures should give learners an idea of what they 
are about to read.
Clues from the passages should help learners make a sensible guess about 
what may happen in the story.

Restate and  
summarise

Retelling and shortening what you have read. In their own words, learners should restate the information using key words, 
facts, main and supporting ideas. Learners should shorten the information 
or put it in another form such as a table. They can then use key words and 
the main ideas to show that they understood the information.

Use visual clues Finding meaning in pictures and images. Learners should look for clues and symbols in pictures, diagrams and photo-
graphs and interpret how colour, design and images have been used to make 
meaning and create an effect.

Visualise/imagine and 
respond

Picturing in your mind what you are reading and 
saying how you feel about it. Trying to understand 
the values and the issues in the text and explain-
ing why you feel the way you do.

Learners should be aware of their reactions while reading so that they can 
think about it and ask themselves why they feel that way. Afterwards they 
should be able to explain their feelings about what they have read and give 
reasons for their attitude.

- UNIT NUMBER -

FOUR
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Make inferences Making a logical guess based on the passage or on 
your prior knowledge. Reading ‘between the lines’.

To work out what a new word means or to figure out the hidden message in 
a text, learners can use the context of a sentence and the passage as a whole 
to make a logical guess.

Read for pleasure Reading simply because you enjoy it. Learners must use all their reading skills to make sense of the text and to 
enjoy the reading experience.

Analyse and  
synthesise

Analysing is looking for deeper meaning by break-
ing down what you have read into smaller parts 
that can be easily understood.
Synthesising is bringing everything together to 
form a whole.

When you read, learners should look for themes and messages the author is 
sharing with them.

After analysing, learners can bring all the bits of information together so 
that they can understand the whole.

The following checklist will help you assess whether a learner is able to use a reading  
strategy correctly.

Reading 
strategy

This reading skill is achieved if the learner Knowledge and skills required to master this skill

Skimming Identifies key words and small bits of infor-
mation that will help to give an overview of 
the text

Knows what key words are
Moves eyes quickly over text without reading every word
Is able to establish general idea or overview of text

Scanning Quickly looks over a passage focusing on lo-
cating key words or specific information

Moves eyes quickly over the text, stopping at key words
Locates correct information 

Read for specif-
ic information

Follows instructions carefully in order to se-
lect specific information needed

Reads and understands an instruction
Can follow or execute a written instruction correctly

Use prior 
knowledge

Uses existing information to help make sense 
of new information

Can use general knowledge or previously learnt knowledge to work out meaning of a text

Clarify Uses dictionary or finds someone who can 
help. Re-reads the passage until understand-
ing is reached

Realises that she/he has not fully understood and seeks clarification 
Can use a dictionary or thesaurus to clarify meanings of words
Asks appropriate questions to make sure they have understood

Classify and 
organise

Looks for key words or features and uses 
them to put information that belongs to-
gether into groups, tables or mind maps

Recognises similarities and differences
Understands what is meant by criteria for sorting
Is able to use criteria to organise information appropriately
Is able to use information from a variety of sources
Understands and uses a range of sorting methods, e.g. tables, columns, rows, graphs, etc. 

Evaluate and 
draw 
conclusions
(higher 
order skill)

Asks questions and decides on answers. Gives 
reasons for these conclusions 

Understands that there is more than one option or viewpoint
Is able to form an opinion
Is able to use facts to support opinion
Understands the difference between fact and opinion
Is able to use criteria to help assess or evaluate options

Preview and 
predict
(higher order 
skill)

Looks at the title, headings and any pictures 
to get an idea of what the text is about. 
Uses clues from the passage to make a sensi-
ble guess as to what may happen

Uses prior knowledge of form and/or content to make sensible predictions
Understands the basic structure and layout of different types of texts and can use this 
knowledge
Knows how to look for clues and key words to help preview or predict outcomes

Restate and 
summarise
(higher 
order skill)

Restates information using key words, and 
main and supporting ideas 

Is able to make use of key words to unlock meaning
Is able to use own words to explain or summarise information
Understands and uses terms like main idea, facts, opinion, evidence, supporting ideas
Is able to make links between and use information from different sources

Use visual clues Looks for clues and symbols in visual text 
and interprets how colour, design and im-
ages have been used to make meaning and 
create an effect 

Recognises symbols 
Is able to infer meaning from pictures, symbols, diagrams
Is able to use prior knowledge to help infer meaning accurately
Is able to explain and describe what has been understood

Visualise and 
respond
(higher 
order skill)

Thinks about personal reactions to a text and 
asks why. Explains feelings about a text and 
gives reasons for this attitude

Recognises that they have reactions and opinions
Is able to empathise and sympathise
Is able to express and interpret and even classify reactions and responses to texts
Is able to predict and use prior knowledge to deepen responses
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Appreciation

Evaluation

Inference

Reorganisation

Literal comprehension

Higher-order thinking skills

Barrett’s Taxonomy to the right shows the hierarchy between 
thinking skills.

Intervention activities to develop higher-order thinking skills:
a) Develop literal comprehension by asking learners to do the following: 
ßß Identify … e.g. Identify the main character in the story.
ßß Point out … e.g. Point out the car the robber was driving.
ßß Read/quote the line that … e.g. Read the line that tells you the grand-

mother was unhappy.
ßß Describe … e.g. Describe the villain of the story.
ßß Find … e.g. Find the name of the book she was reading.
ßß Show … e.g. Show me the part of the story you liked best.
ßß Locate … e.g. Locate the place the family was driving to in the story.
ßß State … e.g. State the name of the little black dog that ran away.

b) Develop re-organisation skills by asking learners to do the following:
ßß Compare ... e.g. Compare the two sisters. What was different?
ßß List … e.g. List the places the grandfather visited.
ßß Contrast … e.g. Contrast the place where they were living with their new home.
ßß Divide … into … e.g. Divide the different animals in the story into two groups; those that were kind to the 

girl and those that tried to eat her.
ßß Classify … e.g. Classify the animals in the story.
ßß Summarise … e.g. Summarise the story in no more than four sentences.
ßß How is … different to … e.g. How is the hero different to the villain?

c) Develop inferential skills by asking the following questions:
ßß Pretend … e.g. Pretend you were the hero. What would you have done?
ßß Suppose … e.g. Suppose the zookeeper had left the cage door open. What would have happened?
ßß Could … e.g. Could the man have reached the other side of the river in a different way?
ßß What are the implications … e.g. What happened because of that decision?
ßß What might have happened if … e.g. What might have happened if his father had gone to see his uncle?
ßß What were the consequences of … e.g. What were the consequences of her actions?

d) Practise evaluation skills by asking:
ßß Should … e.g. Should her grandmother have told her the story?
ßß In your opinion … e.g. In your opinion, was the boy right to behave that way?
ßß Do you agree … e.g. Do you agree that leaving home was the best choice?
ßß Would you have … e.g. Would you have done the same thing if you were in that position?
ßß Is it right that … e.g. Is it right that his uncle threw him out of the house because he stole some bread?
ßß What best describes … e.g. What best describes the main character in the story?

e) Develop appreciation skills by asking:
ßß What did you think when … e.g. What did you think would happen when the lion opened his mouth?
ßß Is this word/phrase effective for … e.g. Is this word a good word to describe the villain?
ßß Do you know anyone like … e.g. Do you know anyone who behaves like his sister?
ßß Why did you like/dislike … e.g. Why did you dislike her uncle?
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The story and questions below illustrate how higher-order thinking skills can be used in a 
reading lesson.

The Dog and his reflection

Think ahead
Who do you think the main character is going to be in this story? Literal comprehension

A dog was feeling very proud of himself. He had found a large piece of meat and was carrying it away in his mouth so he 
could eat it in peace somewhere. He came to a stream and began to cross over a narrow plank which led from one bank to 
the other. Suddenly he stopped and looked down. In the water he saw his own reflection shining up at him. 

The dog did not realise that he was looking at himself. He thought he was looking at another dog with a large piece of 
meat in its mouth.

“Hello, that piece of meat is bigger than mine,” he thought. “I’ll grab it and run.”

At that, he dropped his own piece of meat in order to snatch the piece the other dog had. Of course, his piece of meat fell 
into the stream and sank to the bottom, leaving the dog with nothing.  

Thinking back
Choose the best words to complete the sentences. Literal comprehension
In his mouth the dog was carrying (a bone/a piece of meat).
The dog came to a (stream/river).
The dog walked across a (log/plank).
In the water the dog saw his (reflection/shadow).
The dog dropped the (meat/stick) into the water. 

Thinking about it
Answer the following questions:
1.	 Why was the dog proud of himself? Evaluation
2.	 Why was he carrying the meat away? Evaluation
3.	 What made him stop? Inference
4.	 What did he think when he saw his reflection? Inference
5.	 Why did the dog let go of his own piece of meat? Inference
6.	 Pretend you are the dog. Would you do the same thing? Inference
7.	 What was the consequence of the dog doing this? Inference

Thinking it through
Answer the following questions:
1.	 The dog felt proud of himself. What sort of things make you feel proud? Evaluation
2.	 Do you agree that the dog was greedy? Why do you say so? Evaluation
3.	 This story is a fable. That means it tries to teach us a lesson. Which of these lessons do you think this story tries to teach 

us? Appreciation
a. Do not try to be too clever.
b. Be happy with what you have.
c. Look before you leap. 

Intervention activities to teach learners to monitor their own understanding of the text:
Step 1: When the text does not make sense, stop and re-read the sentence or paragraph.
Step 2: Try to link the sentence that you do not understand to what you have already read.
Step 3: Ask yourself what you already know about the topic. Think about what the sentence could mean.
Step 4: Read on and check whether what you read now makes sense.
Step 5: Check the meaning of words by using a dictionary or asking for help.

··  �Story taken from  
Oxford Focus on  
Comprehension 1




