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Toolkit for Teaching K–3 Reading Comprehension

The Toolkit for Teaching K–3 Reading Comprehension is a comprehensive set of resources for engaging 
elementary school educators in facilitated professional learning to increase their knowledge and skills 
in effective reading comprehension. It also provides resources to help facilitators (e.g., reading coaches, 
instructional leaders) and school leaders create and monitor a targeted plan for school improvement 
in reading comprehension. Finally, it provides resources for families and caregivers to support reading 
comprehension at home.

The toolkit’s professional learning modules include a self-reflection of teacher practice, teacher online 
learning modules with interactive activities and resources, tools to carry out Teacher Study Groups, and 
lesson observation and reflection tools to support effective reading comprehension instruction.
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Participant Workbook

Welcome to the participant activities and materials that accompany the Toolkit for Teaching K–3 
Reading Comprehension.

The professional learning modules can be found online here. 

The activities throughout the modules are intended to be either reflective or planning oriented. As 
a fillable PDF, the participant workbook provides space to keep reflections and notes as you work 
through the module by downloading and saving the PDF document. Because the participant workbook 
contains all of the information and links to all of the resources that are in the online modules, it can be 
used as a stand-alone or offline copy of the modules. 

We hope you find the professional learning modules informative and enjoyable!

Participant Workbook

https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/rel/reading-comprehension-k-3/toolkit-intro
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Introductory Module

Welcome

Welcome to the Toolkit for Teaching K–3 Reading Comprehension–Teacher Modules. The goal of these 
professional learning resources is to build teacher capacity to apply evidence-based recommendations 
that improve reading comprehension. These modules will help you increase the use of teaching 
strategies that improve reading comprehension in kindergarten through third grade students.

The toolkit’s Teacher Modules include an introduction and four professional learning modules. You 
must complete the Introductory Module before beginning the first learning module (Module 1). It is key 
to the successful launch of your learning experience.

By the end of this Introductory Module you will:

•	 Be able to describe the professional learning sequence and approach for the Toolkit for 
Teaching K–3 Reading Comprehension–Teacher Modules.

•	 Complete a self-reflection to consider your current use of reading comprehension strategies.
•	 Analyze your self-reflection results and begin to develop an action plan.
•	 Prepare for and participate in your first Teacher Study Group (TSG).

Introductory Module
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Introduction

What is a Practice Guide Toolkit?

This toolkit is designed specifically for you, K–3 educators, to implement evidence-based strategies 
to support your students’ growth as readers. This toolkit uses professional learning modules to help 
you embed the recommendations from the What Works Clearinghouse (WWC) Improving Reading 
Comprehension in Kindergarten Through 3rd Grade Practice Guide into your lesson plans and enact the 
recommendations with your students. 

The modules offer the opportunity to engage interactively with the Practice Guide and provide 
opportunities to learn new information, apply new strategies, and refine your instruction. They 
include guidance for how to implement the recommendations and related teaching strategies 
along with resources and tools, materials to use with students, and opportunities to see the 
recommendations in action through applied learning activities (e.g., classroom videos, case studies) 
that can be done both individually and with your peers in TSGs. 

The toolkit also includes professional learning tools such as a Teacher Self-Reflection, action plan, 
lesson observation, and other tools to help you track your own learning and growth. Setting goals 
and trying out new practices will help you get the most out of this learning experience.  

Introductory Module

https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/PracticeGuide/14
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/PracticeGuide/14
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Learn About the Toolkit

Why a Reading Comprehension Toolkit?

The Practice Guide and this accompanying toolkit are designed to help you and your students achieve 
your literacy goals by supporting the use of evidence-based recommendations in your classroom. 
The toolkit provides concrete ways to add the recommendations and related teaching strategies 
to your teaching repertoire. It is designed to be a comprehensive and interactive professional 
learning experience that will support your deeper understanding and use of the evidence-based 
recommendations in the Practice Guide to strengthen your students’ reading comprehension.

Getting to Know the Practice Guide

Download or bookmark the Improving Reading 
Comprehension in Kindergarten Through 3rd  
Grade Practice Guide. This is the core text of your 
learning experience. You will read and return to 
the Practice Guide throughout the modules.

The goal of the Practice Guide is to 
offer educators specific evidence-based 
recommendations that address the challenge of teaching reading comprehension to K–3 students. 
The Practice Guide is based on reviews of research, the experiences of practitioners, and the 
expert opinions of a panel of nationally recognized experts. The WWC panel that developed the 
Practice Guide reviewed evidence from the most rigorous studies available, made recommendations 
for evidence-based practices, and identified suggested strategies for how to implement the 
recommendations. 

The recommendations and their associated teaching strategies (see box below) have been shown to 
improve reading comprehension among students in kindergarten through 3rd grade. The research 
base for the Practice Guide was identified through a comprehensive search for studies that evaluated 
practices designed to improve reading comprehension for beginning readers.i You can read about 
some of the seminal studies that formed the basis of the Practice Guide’s recommendations in the 
appendix of this module. 

Read the Review of Recommendations on page 1 of the Practice Guide or on the next page.

5–10 min.

Read the Review of Recommendations 
below and subsequent information about the 
evidence behind the recommendations.

Introductory Module

https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/PracticeGuide/14
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/PracticeGuide/14
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/PracticeGuide/14
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Introductory Module

Review of Recommendations

Recommendation 1. Teach students how to use reading comprehension strategies.

•	 Teach students how to use several research-based reading comprehension strategies.
•	 Teach reading comprehension strategies individually or in combination.
•	 Teach reading comprehension strategies by using a gradual release of responsibility.

Recommendation 2. Teach students to identify and use the text’s organization 
structure to comprehend, learn, and remember content.

•	 Explain how to identify and connect the parts of narrative texts.
•	 Provide instruction on common structures of informational texts.

Recommendation 3. Guide students through focused, high-quality discussion 
on the meaning of text.

•	 Structure the discussion to complement the text, the instructional purpose, and the readers’ 
ability and grade level.

•	 Develop discussion questions that require students to think deeply about text.
•	 Ask follow-up questions to encourage and facilitate discussion.
•	 Have students lead structured small-group discussion.

Recommendation 4. Select texts purposefully to support comprehension 
development.

•	 Teach reading comprehension with multiple genres of text.
•	 Choose text of high quality with richness and depth of ideas and information.
•	 Choose texts with word recognition and comprehension difficulty appropriate for the students’ 

reading ability and the instructional activity.
•	 Use texts that support the purpose of instruction.

Recommendation 5. Establish an engaging and motivating context in which to 
teach reading comprehension.

•	 Help students discover the purpose and benefits of reading.
•	 Create opportunities for students to see themselves as successful readers.
•	 Give students reading choices.
•	 Give students the opportunity to learn by collaborating with their peers.

WWC Practice Guide, p. 1
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Introductory Module

What is “evidence-based”?

The WWC focuses on high-quality research to answer the question, “What works in education?” 
The WWC does this by reviewing the evidence of effectiveness in research studies with educational 
programs, policies, and practices. Trained and certified reviewers read and rate studies using a 
consistent and transparent set of standards. The WWC then creates products that present findings on 
what works in education. These products include intervention reports, reviews of individual studies, 
and practice guides.ii  Click here to learn more about the WWC.  

What is the WWC?

What are the “levels of evidence” referenced in the Practice Guide?

The Practice Guide’s review panel assigned each recommendation a level of evidence of strong, 
moderate, or minimal to reflect the panel’s judgement of the quality of the existing research behind 
each recommendation. Recommendations with higher evidence ratings are based on studies with 
strong causal and generalizable evidence. Learn more about the levels of evidence and what they 
represent in the box below.

https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/WhatWeDo
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/Docs/referenceresources/SWAT-What-is-the-WWC-v2_508.pdf
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Introductory Module

Levels of Evidence Used in Practice Guide

Strong Evidence

There is consistent evidence 
that the recommended 
strategies improve student 
outcomes for a wide 
population of students from 
multiple studies reviewed 
that demonstrate both high 
internal validity2 and 
external validity.3

Moderate Evidence

There is consistent evidence 
that the recommended 
strategies improve student 
outcomes from multiple 
studies reviewed that 
demonstrate either high 
internal validity or  high 
external validity.

Minimal Evidence1

There is insufficient evidence 
that the recommended 
strategies improve student 
outcomes from the studies 
reviewed; however, the 
recommendations are derived 
from expert opinions or strong 
findings or theories in related 
areas.

1  Minimal evidence rating does not indicate that the recommendation is any less important than other recommendations with a strong
evidence or moderate evidence rating.

2  Internal validity refers to the degree to which a study can support causal conclusions based on its design.
3  External validity refers to the degree to which findings of a study generalize to a wide population based on its participants and settings. 

Each of the five recommendations in the Practice Guide has an assigned level of evidence based on the 
criteria above. Two have strong evidence, two have moderate evidence, and one has minimal evidence. 
All the recommendations are important to support effective reading comprehension instruction.

Recommendations and Corresponding Levels of Evidence

Levels of Evidence

Recommendation Minimal Moderate Strong

1.	 Teach students how to use reading comprehension strategies. 

2.	 Teach students to identify and use the text’s organizational 
structure to comprehend, learn and remember content. 

3.	 Guide students through focused, high-qualty discussion on the 
meaning of text. 

4.	 Select texts purposefully to support comprehension development.


5.	 Establish an engaging and motivational context in which to teach 
reading comprehension. 
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Toolkit and Professional Learning Overview

The Toolkit for Teaching K–3 Reading 
Comprehension is a comprehensive set of 
resources for educators, instructional and school 
leaders, students, and families. The purpose 
of these resources is to support teaching and 
learning of reading comprehension. The toolkit 
includes resources for:

•	 K–3 teachers to learn about, plan for, and apply the teaching strategies outlined in the  
Practice Guide.

•	 Coaches or instructional leaders to facilitate group learning and toolkit activities.
•	 School leaders to provide support for toolkit activities.
•	 Families and caregivers to extend students’ learning outside the classroom.

Introductory Module

12–15 min.

Watch the Module Overview video.

Professional Learning Modules

There are five professional learning modules in the toolkit. Each module reviews specific 
recommendations and teaching strategies from the Practice Guide and offers activities and resources 
you can use in your lessons. Further, each module builds upon information from prior modules, so it 
is intended for you to engage in the modules in order. As described in the video, the modules focus on 
the following content:

Module 1: Engaging and Motivating Classrooms for Reading Comprehension

This module will focus on creating a classroom environment that supports all students and sets the 
foundation for deepening reading comprehension. It will also examine purposeful text selection to 
support reading. The module focuses on:
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Recommendation 5. Establish an engaging and motivating context in which to teach  
reading comprehension.

•	 Help students discover the purpose and benefits of reading.
•	 Create opportunities for students to see themselves as successful readers.
•	 Give students reading choices.

Recommendation 4. Select texts purposefully to support comprehension development.

•	 Teach reading comprehension with multiple genres of text.
•	 Choose texts of high quality with richness and depth of ideas and information.

Module 2: Reading Comprehension Strategies with Narrative Text

This module will focus on evidence-based reading comprehension strategies with narrative texts and 
supporting high-quality classroom discussion. The module focuses on:

Recommendation 1. Teach students how to use reading comprehension strategies.

•	 Teach students how to use several research-based reading comprehension strategies.   
•	 Teach reading comprehension strategies by using a gradual release of responsibility.

Recommendation 2. Teach students to identify and use the text’s organizational structure to 
comprehend, learn, and remember content.

•	 Explain how to identify and connect the parts of narrative texts.

Recommendation 3. Guide students through focused, high-quality discussion on the meaning 
of text.

•	 Structure the discussion to complement the text, the instructional purpose, and the readers’ 
ability and grade level.

•	 Develop discussion questions that require students to think deeply about text.

Module 3: Reading Comprehension Strategies with Informational Text

This module will focus on evidence-based reading comprehension strategies with informational texts 
and tips for selecting texts which support a lesson’s purpose. The module focuses on:

Recommendation 1. Teach students how to use reading comprehension strategies.

•	 Teach students how to use several research-based reading comprehension strategies.   
•	 Teach reading comprehension strategies individually or in combination.

Recommendation 2. Teach students to identify and use the text’s organizational structure to 
comprehend, learn, and remember content.

•	 Provide instruction on common structures of informational texts.

Introductory Module
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Introductory Module

Recommendation 4. Select texts purposefully to support comprehension development.

•	 Choose texts with word recognition and comprehension difficulty appropriate for the students’ 
reading ability and the instructional activity.

•	 Use texts that support the purpose of instruction.

Module 4: Moving Towards Independence

This module will focus on including more student-led activities that support reading comprehension 
into your lessons. The module focuses on:

Recommendation 1. Teach students how to use reading comprehension strategies.

•	 Teach reading comprehension strategies by using a gradual release of responsibility.

Recommendation 3. Guide students through focused, high-quality discussion on the meaning 
of text.

•	 Ask follow-up questions to encourage and facilitate discussion. 
•	 Have students lead structured small-group discussion.

Recommendation 5. Establish an engaging and motivating context in which to teach  
reading comprehension.

•	 Create opportunities for students to see themselves as successful readers.
•	 Give students the opportunity to learn by collaborating with their peers.

Watch the Module Overview video to learn more about the toolkit and the structure and activities of 
the professional learning modules.

Module Overview (8:42 minutes)

https://youtu.be/mE_MSkUU8FQ?si=Ek64xe7K-Nc2VlXQ
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Introductory Module

Key points of the video include that the toolkit: 

•	 Highlights five evidence-based recommendations that have been shown to improve reading 
comprehension for K–3 students. 

•	 Is sequenced to last from 17 to 26 weeks across the school year.
•	 Is structured thematically and provides information on each recommendation at least two times. 
•	 Follows an inquiry cycle with both asynchronous and synchronous learning activities.
•	 Offers opportunities for both individual and team learning.

As described in the video, you will engage in a learning cycle, depicted in the figure below, of learn, 
plan, apply, reflect, refine that will repeat itself in each of the four content modules.
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20–40 min.

Complete the Teacher  
Self-Reflection.

Introductory Module

Assess your Current Practice

Teacher Self-Reflection

The Teacher Self-Reflection in this toolkit is intended 
to help you assess your current use of the strategies 
recommended in the Practice Guide. As a self-assessment, 
you will note whether you currently use the specific 
recommendations and teaching strategies from the 
Practice Guide. You will also note whether your use of the 
strategies are areas of existing, progressing, or emerging strengths so you can identify areas you would 
like to learn more about to inform your action planning and goal setting. 

The recommendations and strategies are organized as they are presented in the four professional 
learning modules. For your initial assessment, complete all four sections. 

You will revisit your initial self-reflection at the beginning and end of each module and revise it to 
reflect your current use of the strategies. You will use your ongoing reflections to help you write 
implementation goals and note any changes in your use or proficiency with the strategies you’ve tried 
as you progress through the toolkit. 

Complete the Teacher Self-Reflection

https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/rel/reading-comprehension-k-3/pdf/IntroMod_Teacher_Self_Reflection.pdf
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Introductory Module

From Summary to Action: Setting Implementation Goals

5–10 min.

Review the Personal Action Plan 
template.

The Teacher Self-Reflection presented you with statements 
about strategies to support reading comprehension 
instruction. It may have spurred you to think deeply about 
strategies you use or would like to learn more about. 

The toolkit includes a Personal Action Plan template, 
which you can use to set and monitor goals to 
support your implementation of the Practice Guide 
recommendations and teaching strategies. 

The Teacher Self-Reflection and Personal Action Plan are living documents for you to document and 
monitor your learning and progress. Over the duration of the learning experience, you will continue to 
add to and revise them. 

In each module you will be prompted to create at least one implementation goal related to the content 
of the module after you learn about the recommendations and teaching strategies.  

After implementing the recommendations and teaching strategies covered in the module, you have the 
opportunity to check your progress against your implementation goals and then revise or adjust  
them accordingly.

Additional Tools to Support Implementation

There are two additional tools to support your implementation goals: Lesson Reflection and Lesson 
Observation tools. 

Each module will provide a Lesson Reflection tool to help you reflect on your lesson and the strategy 
or strategies you tried in your classroom. You will draw from evidence of student learning and the 
notes you recorded as you taught the lesson. 

In addition, you can schedule a classroom visit from your toolkit facilitator to provide feedback on the 
teaching strategies you tried. The Lesson Observation tool is linked here. As an alternate approach, a 
designated peer could observe lessons and provide feedback. 

Observations by your toolkit facilitator or peer are not to be used for any evaluative purpose or as part 
of any formal feedback on your teaching. Instead, the observations are meant to provide you with 
additional information and support to help you integrate the recommendations and teaching strategies 
into your lessons. 

After an observation, be sure to schedule a debrief with your facilitator or peer to discuss their 
feedback. Use the feedback to help you refine your practice and update your implementation goals.

https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/rel/reading-comprehension-k-3/pdf/IntroMod_Personal_Action_Plan.pdf
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/rel/reading-comprehension-k-3/pdf/IntroMod_Lesson_Reflection.pdf
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/rel/reading-comprehension-k-3/pdf/IntroMod_Lesson_Observation.pdf
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Introductory Module

Prepare for the Introductory TSG

5–10 min.

Complete the prompts to bring to the 
Introductory TSG and ensure you  
are prepared.

Throughout this module you have had the 
opportunity to orient yourself to the Improving 
Reading Comprehension in Kindergarten Through 
3rd Grade Practice Guide and this toolkit’s Teacher 
Modules. You completed the Teacher Self-Reflection 
as an opportunity to consider your use of strategies to 
support students’ reading comprehension. Now you 
will prepare to come together with your colleagues to 
build a foundation for working as a team in TSGs.  

The TSGs are an integral part of the learning experience. TSGs provide a structure to give and 
get support, to ask questions, and try out new ideas and new thinking. Your school leader and/or 
facilitator will determine the size and members of the study groups based on the specific size and 
existing professional learning structures at your school. 

The main purpose of the Introductory TSG is to begin to learn together through ongoing reflection and 
inquiry. Team members should expect to be interactive and collaborative. It is helpful to be explicit about 
what you value in collaborative settings and the supports you need to be successful in those settings.

I am ready for the Introductory TSG … Yes
I have downloaded or bookmarked the Improving Reading 
Comprehension in K–3 Practice Guide.



I have read the Introduction and Learn About sections of this module. 

I have completed the Teacher Self-Reflection and identified topics I feel 
are areas of existing, progressing, or emerging strengths. 



I have located and downloaded (or printed) the Personal Action Plan 
template.


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Introductory Module

Introductory TSG

3–5 min.

•	 Review the agenda for the 
Introductory TSG.

•	 Reach out to the facilitator if 
needed prior to the meeting. 

Your facilitator will schedule and invite you to the 
Introductory TSG. In this first meeting you will 
develop working agreements for how you will work 
together and support each other through this learning 
process. It is helpful to set basic agreements for how 
your group will meet and work together. In addition 
to the logistics of when, where, and how long, it can 
be helpful to discuss how you will meet. You will also 
create a purpose statement for your team—why you 
are engaging in the work of improving reading comprehension—using the Group Action Plan.

The Group Action Plan will help your group identify and monitor goals set in your TSG. Your team 
goals will reflect what you hope to accomplish as a group. Your facilitator will complete and update the 
Group Action Plan with each module.

Here is a sample agenda for the Introductory TSG:

Introductory Planning TSG Agenda
Opening

•	 Welcome and community building 

Community Agreements/Working as a Team 

•	 Discuss community expectations and agreements 

•	 Decide how you will work as a team 

Group Purpose Statement and Goals

•	 Complete a group purpose statement 

•	 Discuss group goals

Closing 

•	 Preparing for Module 1

•	 Next steps 

https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/rel/reading-comprehension-k-3/pdf/IntroMod_Group_Action_Plan.pdf
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Module Resources

Key Terms

Term Definition

Practice Guide Practice Guide refers specifically to the WWC Practice 
Guide, Improving Reading Comprehension in Kindergarten 
Through 3rd Grade.

Recommendations Five specific recommendations made in the Practice 
Guide.

Teaching strategies Strategies included in the Practice Guide for carrying out 
the five recommendations.

Teacher Self-Reflection Self-assessment that teachers complete during the 
Introductory Module.

Teacher Module Within this toolkit, the five Practice Guide 
recommendations are organized into four teacher learning 
modules. Each module contains asynchronous work and 
synchronous Teacher Study Groups (TSGs).

Participant Workbook Organizes and guides the asynchronous work and used in 
conjunction with the Practice Guide.

Asynchronous work Materials and activities to learn about evidence-based 
strategies that teachers complete outside of TSGs.

Teacher Study Group (TSG) Collaborative meetings that happen once in the 
Introductory Module and twice in modules 1–4. During 
modules 1–4, the first TSG meeting is focused on planning 
and the second meeting is focused on reflecting and 
refining the use of the Practice Guide recommendations 
and teaching strategies.

Personal Action Plan A plan each teacher will create to set measurable 
implementation goals as they work through each module.

Group Action Plan A plan created in the TSG from the Introductory Module 
that guides the work of the team of teachers.

Module Resources



17Toolkit for Teaching K–3 Reading Comprehension | Introductory Module Participant Workbook

Resources from the Module

Resources from the Module

Video: Module Overview 

Teacher Self-Reflection 

Personal Action Plan 

Lesson Reflection

Lesson Observation

Group Action Plan 

Additional Information on What Works Clearinghouse 

What Works Clearinghouse Home

What is the WWC? (Infographic)

How Can the WWC Practice Guides Help Teachers? (Infographic)

https://youtu.be/mE_MSkUU8FQ?si=Ek64xe7K-Nc2VlXQ
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/rel/reading-comprehension-k-3/pdf/IntroMod_Teacher_Self_Reflection.pdf
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/rel/reading-comprehension-k-3/pdf/IntroMod_Personal_Action_Plan.pdf
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/rel/reading-comprehension-k-3/pdf/IntroMod_Lesson_Reflection.pdf
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/rel/reading-comprehension-k-3/pdf/IntroMod_Lesson_Observation.pdf
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/rel/reading-comprehension-k-3/pdf/IntroMod_Group_Action_Plan.pdf
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/FWW
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/Docs/referenceresources/SWAT-What-is-the-WWC-v2_508.pdf
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/Docs/PracticeGuide/How_can_the_WWC_Practice_Guides_Help_Teachers_508.pdf
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Introductory Module References

i	 Shanahan, T., Callison, K., Carriere, C., Duke, N. K., Pearson, P. D., Schatschneider, C., &
 Torgesen, J. (2010). Improving reading comprehension in kindergarten through 3rd grade: IES
practice guide  NCEE 2010-4038). What Works Clearinghouse. https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED512029

ii	 Institute of Education Sciences. (n.d.). What Is the WWC? Retrieved on September 30, 2023, 
from  ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/Docs/referenceresources/SWAT-What-is-the-WWC-v2_508.pdf.

Introductory Module References
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